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Abstract 

Vietnam has long experienced deforestation and forest degradation, leaving it highly 

exposed to the effects of climate change. Forest Landscape Restoration (FLR) is an important 

approach internationally to address forest loss, mitigate climate change, and improve human 

wellbeing. Since the 1990s, the Government of Vietnam has implemented key policies aimed at 

advancing FLR, primarily through exotic plantation projects. However, there is limited empirical 

research in Vietnam that examines the social impacts of these tree plantations, the benefits of 

these programs, and how policies are implemented in practice to achieve FLR goals through tree 

planting initiatives.  

This study draws on an analytical framework adapted from Chazdon and Brancalion (2019) 

to examine how FLR concepts are interpreted and implemented in Vietnam, by exploring 

perspectives about FLR policies, and ecological and livelihood outcomes. It used a qualitative 

case study approach in Thai Nguyen Province, northern Vietnam, to address these issues, paying 

particular attention to gender, wealth class and intergenerational perspectives. Data were collected 

between June to July 2025 from interviews of 8 expert stakeholders, and 32 semi-structured 

interviews and 8 gender-differentiated focus group discussions across four villages. Thematic 

analysis was used for data interpretation. 

Results reveal that FLR using exotic (primarily acacia) monocultures has prioritised a single 

objective, economic development, over ecological considerations, and this has led to trade-offs in 

the face of climate change. While acacia plantations provide greater economic benefits, they face 

pest and disease outbreaks, support less biodiversity, and provide limited ecosystem services and 

reduced climate resilience. The expansion of exotic plantations also exacerbates and reinforces 

existing social inequities and limits equitable participation in FLR activities, particularly affecting 

poor households, women and youth, as their specific needs are not adequately addressed.  

The study identifies a number of key implications. The first is strengthening Research and 

Development (R&D) to ensure sustainable acacia wood supply and management practices in the 

short term, while exploring the potential for native Vietnamese species to enhance ecosystem 

services, livelihood resilience, and climate adaptability in the longer term. The second is 

diversifying people’s livelihoods rather than relying mainly on acacia plantations to strengthen 

community resilience. The third is diversifying FLR based on land use types, by adopting 

agroforestry systems and fostering natural regeneration, to achieve both ecological and social 

goals, including food production, improved soil health, and carbon sequestration. 

In addressing climate change, it is crucial to balance the social and ecological aspects of 

FLR. This requires integrated and adaptive management strategies and supportive policies that 

promote long-term human well-being and environmental health, rather than focusing primarily 

on short-term gains. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Background 

People depend on forests for resources such as wood, medicine, fuel, and other ecological 

services (FAO and UNEP, 2020; Garrett et al., 2022). However, human activities have been a 

major contributor to deforestation and forest degradation. Growing concern over forest loss has 

led to various forest restoration efforts, including tree planting, for purposes such as water 

retention, food security, energy provision, climate regulation, and biodiversity conservation 

(IUCN and WRI, 2014). In response to these issues, the term Forest Landscape Restoration (FLR) 

has emerged to describe the key approaches to achieving a positive outcome from these efforts 

for human well-being, climate change mitigation, biodiversity conservation, and sustainable 

development (Fagan et al., 2020). There are many options for implementing FLR, but tree 

plantations, particularly using exotic species, have been the main approach globally to restoring 

forests (Katila et al., 2024). Many countries around the world have made voluntary commitments 

to implement forest landscape restoration through various international initiatives, such as the 

Bonn Challenge (Mansourian et al., 2017). However, different countries have distinct social-

ecological contexts that influence how FLR is, or should be, applied. In addition, the concept of 

FLR is broad and often lacks clear guidelines for local-level implementation, which contributes 

to varied interpretations and practices across regions (Stanturf et al., 2019). 

Most FLR initiatives are implemented in low-income countries where communities heavily 

depend on forests for their livelihoods (Katila et al., 2024).While there is a growing body of 

literature on forest restoration, much of it focuses on technical aspects (Djoudi et al., 2024; 

Shelton et al., 2024). Less attention has been paid to the social impacts of FLR including social 

equity, land tenure, livelihood diversification, off-farm employment opportunities, and 

particularly how restoration activities affect communities that live near and rely on forest 

resources. For example, Adams et al. (2016) provided an example in China, where regulations to 

protect FLR activities prevented local community from harvesting timber and hunting wild pigs 

that damaged their annual crops, thereby affecting their food security. 

Vietnam is one of the lower-middle-income countries that currently implements FLR 

activities, is also among the most climate-vulnerable nations, facing both extreme weather and 

gradual environmental changes. Vietnam has increasingly prioritised reforestation and 

afforestation over the past 30 years, aiming both to preserve natural forests and to rehabilitate 

degraded landscapes (Dang, 2022; McElwee, 2009). Since the late 1990s, nationwide forest 

restoration programs have sought to combat deforestation, improve ecosystem conditions, and 

enhance rural livelihoods (Ha et al., 2022). These include a series of national policies and major 

programs promoting large-scale exotic tree plantations, which have significantly increased forest 
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cover under 30% in 1993 to around 42% in 2018 (Crowther et al., 2020; Dang, 2022; Ha et al., 

2022; McElwee, 2009).  

However, as noted by Ha et al. (2022) these FLR programs have emphasised tree plantations 

rather than the broader range of FLR approaches, and their social implications remain 

insufficiently understood in Vietnam (Ha et al., 2022; McElwee and Nghi, 2021). Some studies 

argue that tree plantations disproportionately benefit wealthier individuals, raising concerns about 

their effectiveness in improving livelihoods for poorer communities  (McElwee, 2009; McElwee 

and Nghi, 2021; Nielsen et al., 2018). Furthermore, the long-term success of FLR depends on 

greater stakeholder participation, particularly at the community level (McElwee and Nghi, 2021; 

Shelton et al., 2024). FLR is intended to deliver benefits for both ecosystems and livelihoods (Ha 

et al., 2022) but empirical research in Vietnam on the social impacts of tree plantations project 

remains limited. Gaining a clearer understanding of these impacts is essential to guide the future 

development of FLR programs in the country. 

Northern Vietnam was selected as the focal area for this study because it features extensive 

forest plantations and communities that are already experiencing the impacts of climate change 

(Ha et al., 2020; Son et al., 2023). The region contains widespread forests and numerous ethnic 

communities living in midland to highland areas, where livelihoods depend heavily on forest 

resources (Son et al., 2023). Climate change is already disrupting rural life, reducing livelihood 

options, threatening food security, and intensifying environmental degradation. These climate 

impacts are likely to continue shaping both rural livelihoods and the success of FLR activities. 

1.2 Research purpose and questions 

 This thesis aims to contribute to the literature on how FLR is conceptualised from a global 

perspective, understood and practice in the Vietnam in the face of climate change. It builds on 

previous studies that examined community perspectives on tree plantations as a primary FLR 

intervention and their impacts on local livelihoods. Taking a case study approach in Thai Nguyen 

province in the northern Vietnam, this thesis addresses the following research questions, which 

were developed on the basis of the literature review reported in Chapter 2: 

In the context of climate change: 

1. What is the policy framework for FLR in northern Vietnam, and how is it translated into 

practice? 

2. How do community perspectives on FLR in Northern Vietnam? 

3. What are the potential livelihood impacts of FLR on local communities in northern 

Vietnam? 

4. What are the implications of these findings for the effectiveness of FLR policies and 

strategies in northern Vietnam? 
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1.3 Thesis outline 

The thesis comprises six chapters, including the Introduction. Chapter 2 explores a review 

of the relevant literature including the history, concept and implementation of FLR in both the 

global and Vietnam context. Chapter 3 presents the research methodology, focusing on the 

qualitative design, approach and introducing the case study area. Chapter 4 presents the results 

based on data collected in Thai Nguyen province, Vietnam. Chapter 5 discusses the key findings 

and provide implications of for the effectiveness of FLR policies in the northern of Vietnam and 

global FLR discourse. Finally, Chapter 6 concludes the thesis by synthesising main findings in 

relation to the research questions and objectives, discussing the study’s limitations, and noticing 

future research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This literature review highlights the importance of researching discussions around the 

concept of FLR at both the global and Vietnam levels, as well as the gaps in understanding of its 

social impacts, particularly regarding well-being, livelihoods, community perceptions, and the 

broader effects of climate change in Vietnam, especially in the Vietnam northern regions. 

2.1 Forest landscape restoration - international contexts 

This section begins by outlining the history, concept, and global implementation of FLR. 

2.1.1 History  

Forests play a crucial role for both humans and animals and are a primary source of 

livelihood for millions who rely on them for food, medicine, and ecosystem services such as water 

and energy (FAO and UNEP, 2020; Garrett et al., 2022). However, nearly half of tropical forests 

have been lost since 1960s (IUCN, 2021). Over the past decades, human activities, particularly 

agricultural expansion to feed growing global population, have been a major driver of 

deforestation and forest degradation (Adams et al., 2016; FAO and UNEP, 2020; IPBES, 2019; 

Erbaugh and Oldekop, 2018). As global attention increasingly focuses on climate change 

mitigation and biodiversity conservation, forest loss has become a central concern in international 

environmental policy (Katila et al., 2024). In response, various international agreements have 

been established to encourage both developed and developing countries to take action on global 

environmental challenges (Chazdon et al., 2020). FLR has emerged as a recognised approach to 

address these issues, providing multiple social, economic, and ecological benefits while 

combating deforestation and forest degradation (Chazdon et al., 2017; Di Sacco et al., 2021; 

Mansourian et al., 2017; Shelton et al., 2024). 

International commitments have brought forest landscape restoration (FLR) to the forefront 

of global discussions on addressing climate change and enhancing human well-being (Fagan et 

al., 2020). Its formal significance was recognized in 2008 when the United Nations (UN) 

incorporated forest carbon stock enhancement into the REDD+ framework under the UN 

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (Di Sacco et al., 2021), highlighting the 

importance of biodiversity conservation and local community participation. In 2011, The Bonn 

Challenge, is a global initiative with the goal of restoring 150 million hectares of degraded and 

deforested land by 2020 and 350 million hectares by 2030 (Mansourian et al., 2017; Shelton et 

al., 2024). This effort underscores the role of FLR in promoting ecological restoration for both 

human and biodiversity benefits, restoring ecosystem functions and services while supporting 

human well-being (Adams et al., 2016; Garrett et al., 2022; Erbaugh and Oldekop, 2018; Shelton 

et al., 2024). 
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FLR also contributes significantly to climate change mitigation by enhancing ecosystem 

resilience to extreme weather events and improving carbon storage and (Di Sacco et al., 2021; 

Garrett et al., 2022; Stanturf et al., 2015). Since 2020, the importance of landscape restoration 

has been further emphasized through the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration initiatives and 

declarations (FAO and UNEP, 2020; Fischer et al., 2021). 

2.1.2 Concept and implementation 

The concept of FLR is an integrated approach that emphasises not only ecological restoration 

but also the promotion of sustainable livelihoods and local well-being (Chazdon and Brancalion, 

2019; Erbaugh and Oldekop, 2018; Fagan et al., 2020). FLR aims to balance ecological health 

with social well-being, requiring active collaboration among multiple stakeholders, including 

governments, organisations, and local people (Erbaugh and Oldekop, 2018; Shelton et al., 2024). 

Importantly, different FLR strategies can result in varied social and ecological outcomes and 

contribute to climate change mitigation, depending on the local context and conditions (Erbaugh 

and Oldekop, 2018). Although the objectives of FLR are broad, a guideline by IUCN and WRI 

(2014) identified seven categories of FLR interventions based on three main land uses: forest and, 

agricultural land, and protective areas and buffers (see Figure 2.1). 

 

Figure 2.1 The FLR options framework (reproduced from IUCN and WRI, 2014, p.39) 
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For example, forest land with minimal tree cover, restoration options can include planting 

trees or allowing natural regeneration, depending on the degree of land degradation (IUCN and 

WRI, 2014). On agricultural land that remains in use, restoration can involve integrating trees 

through agroforestry or improved fallow practices to enhance crop production and soil fertility 

(IUCN and WRI, 2014). In particular, IUCN and WRI (2014) also noted that agroforestry is 

particularly effective in regions practising shifting cultivation, as it can increase crop yields, 

provide fodder during the dry season, and improve soil quality. 

FLR has been recognised by national leaders and made voluntary commitments (Fagan et 

al., 2020; Katila et al., 2024; Shelton et al., 2024). Most FLR practices, with tree planting as the 

main strategy, are in low-income and tropical countries (Katila et al., 2024). This is explained by 

the faster tree growth in the tropics, as well as the availability of land and cheap labour in these 

countries (Evans and Turnbull, 2004; Fagan et al., 2020). Although FLR requires a 

comprehensive approach to achieve multiple goals, many debates suggest that FLR focuses 

primarily on technical aspects (Shelton et al., 2024). Wortley et al. (2013) conducted a meta-

analysis of academic studies from the past three decades and found that 94% focused solely on 

ecological factors. Others note that numerous FLR efforts, both in policy and on-the-ground 

activities, have overlooked the human perspectives that are integral to the concept (Shelton et al., 

2024), particularly social justice for people in low-income countries. For instance, Aichi Target 

15 aimed to restore at least 15 per cent of degraded lands (CBD, 2020), but the selection of 

restoration sites has typically been based on biophysical criteria rather than social aspects (Reyes-

García et al., 2019). Di Sacco et al. (2021) and Shelton et al. (2024) highlighted that the success 

of reforestation programmes depends on long-term management strategies that meaningfully 

engage local communities who live near and rely on forest resources. Therefore, this highlights 

the need for a comprehensive framework to capture both the environmental and human 

dimensions of FLR initiatives. 

Chazdon and Brancalion (2019) developed a framework to represent this complexity, as 

shown in Figure 2.2. The framework offers a holistic perspective on FLR, helping to understand 

how inputs, such as capital shocks and enabling conditions, and restoration benefits and outcomes 

are structured and interact in a non-linear way. According to Chazdon and Brancalion (2019), all 

elements within the framework are interconnected, for example, inputs depend on enabling 

conditions, which in turn influence restoration outcomes and community livelihoods. Livelihoods 

are understood through the five types of capital identified in the Sustainable Livelihoods 

Framework (DFID, 1999). Furthermore, restoration outcomes depend on the costs and benefits of 

reforestation, which are shaped by forest governance, stakeholder engagement, and institutional 

support (Chazdon and Brancalion, 2019). Importantly, Chazdon and Brancalion (2019) 

emphasised that achieving long-term and multiple benefits from restoration programs requires 

consideration of both social well-being and economic factors. 
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Figure 2.2 Forest Landscape Restoration Framework (reproduced from Chazdon and 

Brancalion, 2019, p.24) 

 

Despite these limitations in considering trade-off outcomes and unforeseen effects, FLR 

remains a promising approach, supported by several international frameworks such as those under 

the Convention on Biological Diversity, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, and 

the United Nations Forum on Forests. Specifically, in line with the Bonn Challenge, the United 

Nations declared 2021–2030 as the Decade on Ecosystem Restoration to emphasise the role of 

healthy ecosystems in reversing environmental degradation and improving human well-being 

(Mansourian et al., 2025). The Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework reinforces this 

commitment by aiming to restore at least 30 per cent of degraded terrestrial, freshwater, coastal, 

and marine ecosystems by 2030 to enhance biodiversity and ecosystem resilience (DCCEEW, 

2025). Similarly, the World Economic Forum’s 1 Trillion Trees initiative, launched in 2020, seeks 

to protect and restore forests to tackle biodiversity loss and climate change (WEF, 2020). At COP 

26 in 2021, more than 145 countries also pledged to end forest degradation by 2030 while 

fostering sustainability rural areas (Keenan et al., 2024). 

2.2 Forest landscape restoration in Vietnam  

The second part of this literature review outlines the history of forest cover change and 

policies related to FLR, and then examines the current challenges of FLR approach through tree 

planting, along with the impacts of climate change in northern Vietnam. It is structured into four 



15 

Le Thi Hai Yen - Translating Forest Landscape Restoration (FLR) into practice in the context of climate 

change:  a case study in Northern of Vietnam  

parts: History, current challenges, climate change in northern Vietnam, and summary of the 

chapter. 

2.2.1 History 

Vietnam has experienced severe deforestation and forest degradation (Cochard et al., 2020; 

Dang, 2022; McElwee, 2009). Forest cover reduced sharply from 43% in 1943 to about 16–27% 

in 1993 (Crowther et al., 2020; Dang, 2022). This decline was driven by many human activities, 

such as converting forest for agricultural expansion, exploitation of natural resources (Cochard et 

al., 2020; McElwee, 2009), and the long-term damage caused by the American War in Vietnam. 

McElwee (2004) described the period from 1954 to 1980 as one of unregulated forest exploitation, 

during which land governance systems largely collapsed. 

In the post-war period, high demand for timber for reconstruction and economic 

development led to excessive logging. In response, the Vietnamese Government introduced the 

Doi Moi reform in 1986, shifting toward a market-driven economy (Dang, 2022; McElwee, 2009). 

This included policies along with the allocation of forestry land to households and other related 

measures (Crowther et al., 2020; Khuc et al., 2020). 

The most important land tenure policy introduced to curb logging and prevent conversion 

from open-access land was the Vietnamese government’s classification of forests into three 

categories under the Law on Protection and Development of Forests enacted by the National 

Assembly in 1991 (Clement and Amezaga, 2008; Dang, 2022). According to Clement and 

Amezaga (2008); Sikor (2001); de Jong et al. (2006), these comprise: 

• Special-use forests (rừng đặc dụng), designated for biodiversity conservation, natural 

landscape preservation, and the protection of areas with cultural or historical significance. 

• Protection forests (rừng phòng hộ), established to maintain water resources, prevent soil 

erosion, and support the stability of special-use forests. 

• Production forests (rừng sản xuất), designated for commercial purposes and primarily 

allocated to local communities. 

While the management of Special-use and Protection forests remains under state authority, 

local communities may enter into contracts with government agencies to participate in sustainable 

forest management activities such as patrolling and tree planting. Notably, Article 3.1 of the 

Forest Law stipulates that forests comprise both planted forests (rừng trồng) and natural forests 

(rừng tự nhiên) (Decree 29/2004/QH11); however, the Law does not provide specific legal 

definitions for either forest (de Jong et al., 2006). 

More specifically, the Vietnamese government implemented significant policies during the 

1980s–1990s that led to major reforestation initiatives aimed at increasing forest cover through 

exotic tree plantations (Dang, 2022; Khuc et al., 2020). The government sets a national target to 

raise forest cover from under 40% in 2010 achieved over 45% by 2030 (Ha et al., 2022; Dang, 
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2022). These national initiatives included Project PAM (Programme Alimentaire Mondiale, 

funded by the UN World Food Programme); Project 327 (Regreening the Bare Hills Project); and 

Project 661 (Five Million Hectare Reforestation Program) (Crowther et al., 2020; de Jong et al., 

2006; McElwee and Nghi, 2021; Vu et al., 2023).  

These initiatives played a central role in Vietnam’s forest recovery, focusing primarily on 

restoring degraded lands rather than preserving remaining natural forests through plantations 

(Clement and Amezaga, 2009; Dang, 2022; Kull et al., 2023; Sandewall et al., 2010). One of the 

main objectives of Project 661 was to convert degraded areas into smallholder forestry 

plantations, aiming to provide environmental benefits, economic opportunities, and improved 

livelihoods for poor rural communities (Dang, 2022; McElwee and Nghi, 2021). Specifically, 

with the rapid growth in global furniture demand and increasing international investments, the 

Government identified an opportunity to boost domestic sawlog production (Blackburn et al., 

2020). It explored whether farmers could enhance their plantation incomes by cultivating acacia 

for sawlogs (Blackburn et al., 2020; Tham et al., 2021). As a result, Vietnam has become one of 

the world’s leading wood exporters (Blackburn et al., 2020; Ha et al., 2022; Nambiar, 2021; FAO, 

2024). This development led to the expansion of acacia plantations through smallholder 

participation to meet growing demand. 

In addition to these terrestrial initiatives, Vietnam has developed and implemented major 

programs for mangrove restoration, reflecting the significance and value of these forest systems 

along the country’s extensive coastline. Mangroves play an important role in protecting coasts 

from soil erosion and storms, and have blue carbon potential as a form of climate mitigation and 

adaptation via reforestation, support livelihood resilience, and community development along the 

coastline (Ebeler et al., 2025; Hai et al., 2020). In Vietnam, mangrove restoration has been 

promoted through tree planting initiatives (Tinh et al., 2022). However, similar to terrestrial 

restoration initiatives, mangroves restoration in Vietnam still face challenges, since the 

government focuses more on development than on long-term ecosystem and environmental 

outcomes, such as the transfer of mangroves to aquaculture for economic purposes, which leads 

to degradation (Tinh et al., 2022). Therefore, to ensure sustainable outcomes, mangrove 

management should adopt a holistic and ecological-based framework that harmonises stakeholder 

interests and strengthens institutional coordination (Ebeler et al., 2025). 

2.2.2 Current challenges 

Although national tree plantation programs have achieved successes in expanding tree cover, 

a body of academic literature has criticised elements of the national tree plantation programs in 

Vietnam (Arnold et al., 2022; Crowther et al., 2020; Dang, 2022; Frey et al., 2018; McElwee and 

Nghi, 2021)   

First, according to Ha et al. (2022), Vietnam’s FLR initiatives have largely focused on 

establishing monoculture tree plantations rather than embracing a wider variety of FLR 
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approaches, such as agroforestry or natural regeneration. This is likely because the government 

prioritises the economic advantages of commercial timber plantations for both farmers and the 

wider economy (Arnold et al., 2022; Ha et al., 2022), as discussed above. In particular, exotic 

plantation species are fast-growing and have been promoted to support the country’s biomass 

goals (Blackburn et al., 2020), as they can be harvested in under ten years compared with other 

native species. However, exotic species are considered controversial due to their lower 

biodiversity value and higher disease risk compared to native species (Crowther et al., 2020). 

Thus, tree plantation expansion is a relatively straightforward way to help meet expanding 

forest cover targets, which aligns with international reporting frameworks for forests and 

biodiversity (McElwee and Nghi, 2021). These frameworks tend to emphasise the extent of forest 

cover as a key goal or indicator, often achieved through tree plantations (Do and Mulia, 2018; 

Dang, 2022). However, Kull et al. (2023) argued that while forest cover calculations include all 

types of forests, tree plantations function differently from natural forests and do not represent 

fully functioning ecosystems. 

Additionally, while FLR is inherently complex and intended to deliver multiple ecological, 

social, and economic benefits, as presented in Figure 2.2 (Chazdon and Brancalion, 2019; Shelton 

et al., 2024). Vietnam’s tree plantation implementation often prioritises outcomes which mainly 

focus on forest cover expansion over multifunctional restoration (Dang, 2022). This narrow focus 

may be driven by interpretations of international carbon schemes, such as Reducing Emissions 

from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+), and Forest Payments for Ecosystem 

Services (PFES). In addition, the government uses forest cover indicators to support programs 

including REDD+ and PES, offering financial incentives to encourage participation (Do and 

Mulia, 2018). While these program has shown promise in mobilising funding for forests based on 

their carbon sequestration value, its application in restoration contexts has faced significant 

challenges, as these programs may overlook the broader social and ecological costs and risks 

(Nielsen et al., 2018). For example, To and Dressler (2019) noted that compensation in  PES 

program in Vietnam is low, which keeps communities trapped in poverty while they lose access 

to natural forests. In addition, when setting ambitious targets such as the number of hectares 

reforested or trees planted is linked to substantial financial incentives, the emphasis often shifts 

from long-term ecological success to short-term achievements (Duguma et al., 2020; Fleischman 

et al., 2020). 

Research on the social implications of tree plantation programs in Vietnam is still inadequate 

and lacks a comprehensive understanding (Ha et al., 2022; McElwee and Nghi, 2021; Schirmer, 

2007). For instance, Vu et al. (2023) commented that the land use tenure process, which classified 

three types of forests, has excluded communities from accessing natural forests, most of which 

are managed by the government. Nguyen and Kull (2023) further commented that the process 

creates both winners and losers in tree plantation activities. Some studies suggest that tree 
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plantations often favour wealthier individuals who are able to claim large areas of land, raising 

questions about the ability of tree plantations to support livelihood goals for poorer communities 

(McElwee, 2009; McElwee and Nghi, 2021; Nielsen et al., 2018).  Although local people may 

have used land for many years, if they do not hold legal land tenure, the governments might 

consider it “available land” and take it over for tree plantation projects (Fleischman et al., 2020); 

McElwee (2009) and Kull et al. (2023) argued that converting degraded natural forest land into 

tree plantations or establishing protected areas has had negative impacts on poorer people, 

especially women, because they have lost access to non-timber forest products used for immediate 

food and income, while tree plantations take years to provide returns. Additionally, replacing 

agricultural lands with tree plantations may result in job losses for farmers and higher food prices 

(Fleischman et al., 2020). Furthermore, the impact on livelihoods is often oversimplified, 

focusing mainly on income for local communities (Shelton et al., 2024), which might lead 

policymakers to lack a comprehensive understanding of community resilience in the face of 

climate change impacts. 

In examining the social objectives of Vietnam’s tree plantation initiatives, two main 

discourses emerge, both underscoring the limited attention given to the socio-economic outcomes 

for local communities, particularly the poor (Arnold et al., 2022; Crowther et al., 2020; McElwee 

and Nghi, 2021). 

The first discourse concerns shifting cultivation, also referred to as slash-and-burn 

agriculture. This practice has long been part of the livelihoods of many ethnic minority 

communities residing in Vietnam’s mountainous regions (Catacutan et al., 2017; Vien, 2003). 

Despite its cultural and subsistence importance, shifting cultivation has often been criticised for 

contributing to deforestation and land degradation (To and Dressler, 2019; Vien, 2003). As a 

result, forest plantations have been promoted as a preferable alternative, particularly in upland 

areas where shifting cultivation is commonly linked with poverty (Van Mai and To, 2015; Vien, 

2003). However, shifting cultivation provides immediate food security, while tree plantations take 

years to yield income (Khuc et al., 2020). Unlike plantations that mainly generate timber revenue, 

shifting cultivation supports subsistence farming and small income opportunities (McElwee and 

Nghi, 2021). This leaves poorer households vulnerable when they lose access to land and short-

term food sources. Furthermore, government led FLR programs promoting fast-growing exotic 

species and commercial crops such as acacia (Acacia species) have further limited rural land 

access, disproportionately affecting the poor (Khuc et al., 2020; McElwee, 2009). 

The second discourse concerns the expansion of exotic tree plantations in Vietnam, one of 

the most widely introduced non-native species, has become dominant across the country 

(Crowther et al., 2020; Frey et al., 2018; Nambiar, 2021). Establishing acacia plantations, 

however, demands considerable labour and financial investment over long rotation cycles (Frey 

et al., 2018; Vu et al., 2023). Smallholder farmers often struggle to adopt acacia cultivation 
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compared with large-scale producers, particularly when they lack clarity about the most suitable 

tree species for their land (McElwee and Nghi, 2021). This issue has long been recognised in the 

literature, with growing concern that climate change could further intensify the challenges faced 

by poorer farmers relative to wealthier ones (FAO, 2024; Ha et al., 2022; Keenan et al., 2024) . 

Continued expansion of exotic plantations may also exacerbate social inequalities, particularly 

affecting poor households and women if their specific needs are not adequately addressed. 

Finally, while the long-term success of FLR relies on increased stakeholder participation, 

especially at the community level (Erbaugh and Oldekop, 2018; Djoudi et al., 2024), local 

communities in Vietnam have often been viewed as recipients of tree plantation projects rather 

than active stakeholders involved in local and national policy development (McElwee and Nghi, 

2021). Additionally, it is consistently emphasised that FLR aims to improve both ecosystem 

functions and livelihoods (Erbaugh and Oldekop, 2018; Ha et al., 2022). Therefore, gaining a 

clear understanding of the social impacts is crucial for guiding the future development of tree 

plantation and other FLR programs in Vietnam. 

2.2.3 Climate change in Northern Vietnam 

Vietnam extends across tropical and temperate climate zones and is influenced by the annual 

monsoon. The northern region experiences distinct seasonal variations, with average temperatures 

of  25°C in summer and 17°C in winter (World Bank, 2021). However, Vietnam is among the 

most vulnerable to climate change in Southeast Asia, experiencing both extreme weather events 

and gradual climatic shifts (Miller and Dun, 2019; Son et al., 2023). In recent decades, there has 

been a noticeable rise in average temperatures along with marked changes in rainfall patterns 

(Schmidt-Thomé et al., 2014). Rainfall has generally increased during the wet seasons, which 

supports flood control efforts (Schmidt-Thomé et al., 2014) 

Northern Vietnam is already experiencing the effects of climate change, including more 

frequent temperature extremes, droughts, and flooding (Schmidt-Thomé et al., 2014; Son et al., 

2023). Most people in this region live in rural areas and belong to ethnic minority groups, with 

livelihoods largely dependent on agriculture and forestry (Son et al., 2023). This dependence 

increases their vulnerability to climate impacts, as they are more exposed to rapid temperature 

changes, shifting weather patterns, and extreme events. Climate change is increasingly 

influencing all aspects of rural life, including livelihood opportunities, food security, and 

environmental outcomes (Do and Bui, 2023; Son et al., 2023). These changes will continue to 

shape rural livelihoods and affect the implementation of FLR initiatives, particularly tree planting 

(Keenan et al., 2024; Nambiar, 2021). Keenan et al. (2024) also noted as climate patterns shift, 

the suitability of land for different forest types will also change, with projections suggesting an 

overall increase in areas suitable for emphasised that adapting FLR to climate change requires 

renewed collaboration among scientists, forest managers, restoration practitioners, and local 

communities to generate relevant knowledge. This highlights the need to explicitly incorporate 
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community perspectives and livelihood considerations into FLR planning under changing 

climatic conditions. 

2.3 Summary 

The literature review begins by outlining the background of FLR in both international and 

Vietnamese contexts over the past three decades. Despite the recognised importance of FLR 

through tree planting to combat forest loss and improve social and economic outcomes in 

Vietnam, and the growing awareness of climate change impacts in the northern regions, there 

remains limited understanding of the social objectives of government-led tree plantation 

initiatives. 

Overall, this chapter provides a foundation for the thesis by examining the history of policies 

and projects related to forest restoration activities. It then helps identify research gaps to develop 

this study’s research questions, focusing on understanding how FLR principles are put into 

practice, its social objectives, related challenges, and the potential impacts of these activities on 

livelihoods in the context of climate change. The next chapter presents the research methodology, 

research methods and the case study used to address the study’s research questions. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter outlines the qualitative research methods applied in this study and introduces 

the study area. It is structured into six sections: methodology; analytical framework; the case 

study area; fieldwork arrangement; research methods; and data analysis. 

3.1 Methodology 

This study employs a case study approach based in qualitative methodology to address the 

research questions. A qualitative case study is well-suited for in-depth exploration of 

contemporary phenomena within their real-life contexts, particularly when the distinction 

between the phenomenon and its context is unclear (Yin, 2016). This approach enables 

researchers to examine complex or simple situations and effectively investigate “how” and “why” 

questions (Baxter and Jack, 2008). Moreover, case studies provide opportunities to gain detailed 

insights and a comprehensive understanding of a specific case (Baxter and Jack, 2008) 

3.2 Analytical framework 

The analytical framework used in this study is adapted from the Forest Landscape 

Restoration Systems Framework developed by Chazdon and Brancalion (2019) (see Figure 2.2). 

I chose this framework for two reasons. First, it provides a comprehensive approach to 

representing the relationships between FLR activities and socio-ecological aspects in climate 

change context. Second, the framework aligns with the main topics addressed in this study’s 

research questions, including understanding enabling policy conditions, assessing restoration 

benefits related to livelihoods, ecological aspects, and emphasising the five livelihood capitals. 

Chazdon and Brancalion’s (2019) framework of FLR was adapted for use as the analytical 

framework in this case study, as presented in Figure 3.2. The adapted framework makes explicit 

interplay among elements involved in FLR.  These elements are adapted from the literature review 

within the Vietnamese context. This study used this analytical framework for three main purposes. 

First, the identified codes and potential themes informed the design of both semi-structured 

interview questions and FGDs used to address the research objectives. Second, they guided the 

coding process during the thematic analysis of the data. Lastly, this adapted framework gave me 

a structure for discussing the synergies and trade-offs between different FLR elements (i.e., 

livelihoods and ecosystems). 
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Figure 3.1 Forest Landscape Restoration Analytical Framework used in the case 

study, adapted from Chazdon and Brancalion (2019). 

 

3.3 The case study area  

This study was carried out in collaboration with the Climate Learning Centre (CLC) at Thai 

Nguyen University of Agriculture and Forestry (TUAF) in Northern Vietnam. Founded in 1969, 

TUAF conducts education, applied research, and technology transfer that promote socioeconomic 

development in the country’s northern mountainous areas (TUAF, 2023). The CLC at TUAF is 

an initiative focused on capacity building, research, and academic exchange to strengthen 

community climate resilience and support Vietnam’s net-zero emission target by 2050 (TUAF 

CLC, n.d). Its demonstration projects focus on areas essential to smallholder farmers and local 

communities, such as agriculture, land use and land-use change, forestry, energy and waste 

management (TUAF CLC, n.d). My research aims to both build on and contribute to the activities 

and outcomes of the Centre. TUAF generously provided funding support for the fieldwork 

conducted as part of this study.  

This study took place in rural areas of Thai Nguyen Province, Vietnam, situated roughly 75 

km north of Hanoi (Figure 3.3). After 1st July 2025, the Vietnamese Government enacted 

administrative reforms that merged the neighbouring Bac Kan Province into Thai Nguyen 

(retaining the name Thai Nguyen) and removed the district-level administrative unit (Decree No. 

202/2025/QH15). However, this study presents information about the Province and Districts as it 

was before this change, as data collection was completed prior to this date. 

Located in northern Vietnam, Thai Nguyen is a mountainous province with one of the 

highest forest cover rates in the Northeast region (Nguyen, 2018). Spanning about 356,000 

hectares between latitudes 21°10’–22°04’N and longitudes 103°58’–104°45’E, the province 

features rugged terrain, a tropical climate, and the Tam Dao mountain range, which rises to 1,592 
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metres (Dong, 2018). Forests in the region play a key role in water regulation, agriculture, and 

sustaining rural livelihoods (Nguyen, 2018). According to Nguyen (2018), Thai Nguyen’s forest 

cover is about 48%; between 2005 and 2015, natural forest decreased by 28,000 hectares, while 

planted forest increased by 44,000 hectares. Thai Nguyen has a population of around 1.3 million, 

with 30% belonging to ethnic minority groups and about 68% residing in rural areas (Dong, 2018; 

Ha et al., 2020). Its economy is primarily agricultural, centred on green tea, timber and rice 

cultivation (Dong, 2018; Ha et al., 2020).  

 

Figure 3.2 Location of Thai Nguyen province and study area in Vietnam (Source: The 

Climate Learning Centre, TUAF, Thai Nguyen, Vietnam) 
 

Most specifically, the study focused within four villages within Dai Tu and Dong Hy 

Districts (see Figure 3.3), both of which having substantial forest coverage, accounting for 48% 

and 49% of their total land areas, respectively (BaoThaiNguyen, 2022; BaoThaiNguyen, 2024). 

These areas have promoted forest plantation development to reduce poverty, strengthen the rural 

economy, and create employment opportunities in the wood-processing industry (Nguyen, 2018). 

3.4 Fieldwork arrangement 

In consultation with TUAF CLC, I engaged with communities in four villages based on the 

following criteria: large areas of production forests, strong dependence of local livelihoods on 

forest-related activities, the presence or proximity of local communities to protection forests or 
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Tam Dao NP. These communities were already engaged in research activities with the TUAF 

CLC. A summary of the basic characteristics of the villages is presented in Table 3.1. 

Community Characteristics Village 1 Village 2        Village 3        Village 4 

Year of establishment 1967 1962 1975 1975 

Number of households 270 88 85 173 

Population 1135 347 310 610 

Number of near-poor and poor 

households in 2025 

7 6 4 6 

Majority ethnicity Kinh     Kinh, Ngai Dao Kinh 

Main type of remaining 

secondary/natural forest 

bordering the village. 

None Protection Forest Tam Dao National 

Park 

Tam Dao National 

Park; Protection 

Forest. 

Total village area (ha) 1600 450 300 400 

Total production forest area (ha) 500 200 70 130 

Main plantation forest species Acacia Acacia Acacia Acacia 

Main crops Green tea Green tea Green tea Green tea 

Other livelihood systems Rice, maize, 

cassava, 

livestock 

Rice, maize, 

cassava, livestock 

Rice, maize, 

cassava, beekeeping, 

medicinal plants. 

Rice, maize, livestock 

Table 3.1 Key characteristics of the four villages sampled in the case study 

 

• Participant recruitment process: 

To understand community perspectives across different backgrounds, I categorised 

participants according to the Vietnamese Government’s rural wealth classification (poor, near-

poor, non-poor households), as shown in Table 3.2. Under the government’s Decree on Multi-

dimensional Poverty Standards (2021–2025), households with a per capita income below VND 

1.5 million per month are classified as poor or near-poor (Vietnamese Ministry of Labour & 

Invalids and Social Affairs, 2021). 

 Poor households Near-poor households Non-poor households 

Rural area A household with a per 

capita monthly income of 1,5 

million VND (92 AUD) or less 

and a deprivation in at least 

three criteria measuring the 

level of basic social service 

shortages. 

A household with a per capita 

monthly income of 1,5 million VND (92 

AUD) or less and a deprivation in fewer 

than three criteria measuring the level of 

basic social service shortages. 

A household with a per 

capita monthly income of over 

1,500,000 VND (92 AUD). 

Table 3.2 Definition of the Vietnamese Government’s wealth ranking for rural areas for the 

period 2021 – 2025 (Decree 07/2021/NĐ-CP). 
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To select community members to join the study, before commencing the fieldwork, I 

discussed my study with heads of each village, who were asked to provide a list of potential 

households to interview. I explained the study’s purpose and inclusion criteria, which aimed to 

include households both with and without forest land, ensure equal representation across wealth 

categories, and capture diversity in gender and age. After the study’s criteria were clarified, the 

village heads contacted potential villagers by phone call or via the Vietnamese Zalo chat app to 

ask if they were agreed to participate in the study. Each villager involved in this study received 

50,000 VND (3 AUD), funded by the TUAF CLC. 

To select interviewees from stakeholder groups, I first consulted with staff at the TUAF CLC 

to identify potential participants. Additional experts working in forestry and familiar with the 

study areas were later recruited using snowball sampling.  

The ethics protocol for the study was approved by the ANU Human Research Ethics 

Committee (Protocol H/2025/0217). Participant materials, including the information sheet, 

guiding questions, and consent forms, are provided in the Appendices. The fieldwork was carried 

out over a period of five weeks, from 3 June to 3 July 2025, with the support of one research 

assistant from TUAF who helped with logistics and note-taking during FGDs. All participants in 

both interviews and FGDs provided written informed consent to allow data collection. All data 

were collected in Vietnamese, and interpreters were unnecessary as participants from ethnic 

groups were fluent in Vietnamese. In some semi-structured interviews, participants’ spouses also 

took part, and in those cases, both were asked to give a joint response. 

3.5 Research methods 

The research methods used in this study comprise the literature review presented as Chapter 

2, semi-structured interviews, and FGDs with participants contacted method mentioned at 

Chapter 3.4 above. 

3.5.1  Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to obtain detailed, practical, and context-specific 

information from local communities and stakeholders. The purpose was to understand 

participants’ perceptions, values, and viewpoints regarding FLR activities. This approach 

provided flexibility in discussion, allowing for follow-up questions and deeper exploration of the 

factors influencing participants’ responses (Gill et al., 2008). 

Semi-structured interviews were carried out with government officials, lecturers, and NGO 

representatives, and local community members. Each interview lasted about 45 minutes to one 

hour, as detailed below. 
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• Semi-structured interviews with experts and government officials 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 8 individuals knowledgeable about FLR in 

the region to understand Research Question 1, which examines how FLR is framed and translated 

into practice in the study areas. Participants included 4 provincial-level government officials who 

manage protection forest, national parks or the forestry sector, 2 university lecturers, and 2 NGO 

representatives from both international and Vietnamese NGOs. Most interviews were conducted 

in person, except for one with a local Vietnamese NGO, which was held online. Each interview 

was conducted individually to allow participants from all stakeholder groups to express their 

views freely. 

• Semi-structured interviews with individual villagers  

In-person interviews were conducted with 32 local villagers at their home (8 participants per 

village × 4 villages). I initially planned to interview at least 5 poor and near-poor households in 

each village; however, the number of poor and near-poor households were low (see Table 3.1), 

and some were unavailable at the time of the interviews. Finally, in each village, I interviewed at 

least 3 households from the poor and near-poor categories, with the remaining participants from 

non-poor households. I also intended to include participants of different age groups, but most 

young people (under 35) had migrated out of the villages for work. As a result, participants’ ages 

ranged from 35 to 81 years. 32 Community participants’ characteristics were summarised in Table 

3.2. 

Characteristics of 32 community participants Number of participants 

Age  

35 - 39 7 

40 - 49 5 

50 - 59 9 

> 60 11 

Gender  

Female 14 

Male 18 

Wealth ranking  

Poor household 8 

Near-poor household 5 

Non-poor household 19 

Production Forest land  

No forest land 6 

Forest land under 1 ha  4 

Hold forest land 1 ha <= 5 ha  15 

Hold forest land > 5 ha 7 

Table 3.3 Characteristics of the 32 individual villagers in the study. 
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3.5.2 Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) 

 FGDs are an effective way to gather a range of perspectives in a short period and to promote 

broader community participation (Yin, 2016). After completing semi-structured interviews with 

villagers, I conducted eight in-person FGDs across four villages, with two groups in each village 

(one for men and one for women) to complement individual perspectives on FLR activities and 

to explore whether there were gender-differentiated views. Separate groups for men and women 

were held to create a comfortable environment that encouraged rural women to speak openly 

without feeling inhibited by male dominance. Also, there was not overlap between individual 

interviews and focus groups. Each FGD included approximately 6–9 community participants with 

total participants are 61. Each discussion lasted approximately 1.5 hours and took place in 

community buildings.   

3.6  Data analysis  

I used thematic analysis to examine qualitative data from both semi-structured interviews 

and FGDs. All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ written consent, except for three 

conducted with local government officials, which were documented through note-taking at the 

participants’ preferences. All FGDs were recorded through detailed field notes.  

Audio recordings were transcribed in Vietnamese by three research assistants from TUAF 

after signing confidentiality agreements. I then translated all transcripts from both the semi-

structured interviews and FGDs into English. The transcripts were organised in Excel 

spreadsheets, and participants’ identities were kept confidential by assigning codes according to 

stakeholder categories. Specifically, university lecturers were coded as U; government officials 

as G; NGO representatives as N; and community members as C1, C2, C3, and C4 for Villages 1, 

2, 3, and 4 respectively. Focus groups were code as F1M for the male group and F1F for female 

group in Village 1, and similarly for Village 2, 3 and 4. 

I followed Braun and Clarke (2006)’s thematic analysis steps to systematically move from 

initial coding to write-up. I first familiarised myself with the transcripts. The transcripts then were 

then manually coded based on common codes identified in the analytical framework, as well as 

on new codes that emerged from the interviews and FGDs. Following that, I developed and 

refined sub-themes and themes to capture meaningful patterns related to my research questions. 

Specifically, I began with eight expert interviews to identify policy-related themes. I then 

analysed semi-structured interview data at village level by creating separate spreadsheets for each 

village; and adding new perspectives from FGDs as they arose. For the write-up, I first produced 

narratives for each village and then synthesised findings across four villages to identify 

commonalities and differences. Quotes were selected to be good representative of each finding 

and to reflect different views across wealth rank, gender, and age. The next chapter presents the 

results from both interviews and FGDs.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

The chapter outlines the results of individual interviews and focus group discussions. It first 

describes how government officials, local experts, and NGO representatives understood the 

policy framework relevant to FLR, and their perceptions of how policy translated into FLR 

outcomes. Second, it then draws on the perspectives of members of rural communities about how 

they perceive FLR interventions, and how these affect their livelihoods and other issues of 

concern. The themes around which the results are structured emerged from both the interviews 

and focus group discussions.  

4.1 External actors’ interpretations of the history and practice of FLR 

Policies 

This section presents the responses of eight local government officers, NGO representatives, 

and university lecturers, explaining how tree plantations have been framed as the main FLR 

intervention in Thai Nguyen province. This section is organised into two parts: first, favouring 

tree plantations to meet national forest cover targets, and second, viewing tree plantations as 

multipurpose to support community. 

• Favouring tree plantations to meet national forest cover targets 

First, tree plantations have been viewed as the main intervention for FLR, in order to meet 

national forest cover targets. The concept of FLR was considered by interviewees mainly in terms 

of ecological restoration to increase national forest cover, while livelihood development was seen 

as a secondary objective. In particular, these respondents explained that FLR interventions depend 

on the type of forest category defined by the Vietnamese Government; i.e., that restoration in 

production forests should primarily be based on tree plantations, while both tree plantations and 

silviculture can be employed in special-use forests. For example, one lecturer stated:  

“Artificial restoration has now developed strongly through forms of plantation in production 

forests; whereas natural forest restoration mainly involves zoning and forest protection 

designated as special-use forest” (U1) 

Based on their understanding of FLR, respondents explained that tree plantations were seen 

to recover degraded forest land in the context of Vietnam.  Most of respondents mentioned that 

before the 1990s, much of Vietnam’s supposed forest resources were actually degraded land with 

bare hills for three main reasons. First, forest cover declined significantly due to the War. At the 

same time, the Government prioritised economic recovery though which supported many forestry 

companies that were harvesting timber intensively for economic development by the 1990s. As 

one respondent stated: 

 “Logging was considered an achievement at that time; it was about exploitation, not about 

planting” (U2).   
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In addition, local communities cleared forest land to practice shifting agriculture for food 

security and also cut timber for house construction. Together, these pressures reduced Vietnam’s 

forest cover to below 30 percent (See Chapter 2.2), which prompted the authorities to pay serious 

attention to restoration. This situation led the Vietnamese government to implement tree 

plantation programs on degraded forest lands. 

Moreover, tree plantations were also seen as a faster method to restore forests and achieve 

national forest cover targets compared to other FLR interventions. In particular, interviewees 

stated that the northern region of Vietnam, including Thai Nguyen province, is a critical area of 

watershed forests (‘rừng đầu nguồn’) for protecting soil and water and reducing flooding. For this 

reason, the Government could not allow forest land to remain bare. One respondent explained:  

“Natural regeneration has the advantage to conserve indigenous species trees, but this 

method has the drawback of being very slow. It takes a long process of transformation before the 

forest is formed”. (U1). 

 Another respondent, a head of a forest agency, gave an example that even though the 

government once tried aerial seeding of ficus (bồ đề), the survival rate was very low and the 

method took too long to green the landscape. As a result, exotic species such as acacia were 

promoted as a practical solution.  

Forest coverage was perceived as one of the important indicators of the state of forests and 

to meet international commitments. Some of the interviewees still considered forest coverage a 

critical measure of forest health, described by one as a “safe indicator” for forest resources. One 

respondent explained:  

“Forest cover is still an indicator recommended by international agencies such as Global 

Forest Watch; also, it is easy to measure” (N2).  

The interviewees also explained why the Vietnamese Government chose this indicator, 

noting that it was adopted and committed to international targets, which meant the Vietnamese 

Government could not reduce the goal. Since adopting forest cover targets, the Government has 

integrated the percentage of forest cover into forest decrees, which allocate responsibilities to 

provinces to achieve this target. However, interviewees also expressed concern that while forest 

cover is used as a useful indicator, it does not reflect forest quality. They noted that the quantity 

and quality of natural forests are declining, while plantation forests are expanding, yet the 

Vietnamese Government still calculates forest cover as the total of all forest types. One respondent 

pointed out:  

“The tricky thing is that neither academic nor international policy specifies what proportion 

of a country’s forest cover should be natural forest versus plantation forest, which allows the 

Vietnamese Government to continue relying on tree plantations for forest restoration and to 

increase forest cover” (N1). 
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• Viewing tree plantations as multipurpose to support community 

Second, tree plantations were seen as multipurpose, to support both community livelihoods 

and food security. Interviewees perceived that shifting agriculture was not a good practice because 

it involved clearing forest land and did not provide sufficient food security for local people, 

especially as the population has continued to increase year by year. One respondent emphasised:  

“Fixed cultivation and fixed residence are the best because people no longer move around…. 

to have stable life” (G2).  

To stop slash-and-burn activities, the Vietnamese Government distributed forest land to local 

households under the Land Law of 1993, which granted a 20-year right for annual crops and a 

50-year right for forest land to households. In addition, tree plantation interventions were 

supported by a wider range of international donors compared to other FLR options in Vietnam. 

Most respondents mentioned that the first tree plantation program launched in Thai Nguyen was 

the national Programme Alimentaire Mondial (PAM) funded by World Food Programme to 

restore greener landscapes. This program introduced exotic Australian acacia (Acacia species) 

and eucalypt (Eucalyptus species), along with a few native tree species. Participants commented 

that local communities participated in the first tree plantations because they received rice in 

exchange for planting trees, although they did not yet realise the economic benefits of these 

species. However, later, when state programs ended, households decided to plant acacia because 

it had advantages such as being a fast-growing species and the most marketable tree for income. 

The policy framework for forest restoration and tree planting in the study area is shown in Table. 

4.1. 

Project/Policy Year of 

implementation 

Description 

              PAM 1990 - 1995 

 

On the policy for the management and use of plantation forests 

under Decision 145/1998/QĐ-TTg by the Prime Minister, funded by the 

World Food Programme. 

Land Law 1993 Granted 20-year usufruct rights for annual crops and 50-year 

rights for forest land. 

Project 327 1993 -1998 Decision 327-CT (15th September1992)- Issued by the Chairman 

of the Ministers’ Council for regreening barren lands and denuded hills. 

Project 661 1998 - 2010 Decision 661/QĐ-TTg (29th July 1998) – Issued by the Prime 

Minister, this program aimed to establish five million hectares of new 

forests nationwide. 

Project 147 2007 - 2015 Decision 147/2007/QĐ-TTg (10th September 2007), issued by 

the Prime Minister for seting out Vietnam’s policy for developing 

production forests. 

Forests and sustainable 

forest management plan 

2000 - present Annual plan for each province in the Development of Plantation 

Forests and Sustainable Forest Management. 

Table 4.1 Synthesis of the key policy framework for FLR and tree planting in the study area 
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4.2 Community perspectives on tree planting and FLR  

This section presents the results from 32 semi-structured interviews and 8 focus group 

discussions (FGDs) conducted across four villages to understand community perspectives based 

on wealth ranking, gender differences, and youth views on tree planting and other FLR options. 

This section is organised into the following parts: 

4.2.1. Changes in forest cover and forest clearance; 

4.2.2 History of government-led tree planting programs and their implementation; 

4.2.3. Motivation and participation in plantation programs; 

4.2.4. Crop and species selection; 

4.2.5. Differences in perspectives among households of different wealth classes; and 

4.2.6. Gender perspectives; and 

4.2.7. Youth perspectives. 

4.2.1 Forest coverage and forest clearance change   

In the four villages surveyed there was a consistent view among villagers about how forest 

clearance and forest cover had changed across different stages, before and after the 1980s–1990s; 

this is similar to the views of officials and other external actors discussed in Chapter 4.1. 

Participants generally recalled that, in the past, natural forests were rich in biodiversity, wildlife, 

and native tree species. However, while forests were open access at that time, human activities 

gradually increased. Villagers benefited from the natural forest by collecting bamboo shoots, 

honey, and firewood for both self-use and sale in nearby markets, as well as cutting timber for 

house construction. They also cleared forest land to practice slash-and-burn cultivation for rice 

and other crops such as cassava and maize.  One farmer noted: “We wouldn’t plant two rice crops 

in a row” (C2.2, 71-year-old male, non-poor). 

As a result, villagers continued clearing new land for swidden agriculture to combat hunger. 

Respondents also observed that, during this period, the Government allowed private forestry 

companies to harvest timber for economic development. Along with logging, participants 

perceived that the forest became increasingly bare due to land clearance for shifting agriculture, 

which they identified as the main reason why the Vietnamese authorities initiated the forest 

restoration program. Consequently, respondents stated that forest cover changed drastically, with 

human activities leaving behind barren hills, since no one was responsible for managing forest 

land. 
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4.2.2 History of government-led tree planting programs in the study area 

• Land tenure, and land rights 

Most respondents reported that, as noted in Chapter 2, forest land was not allocated to 

households before the 1990s. However, since forest clearance increased dramatically, 

interviewees mentioned that the Vietnamese Government began allocating 50-year land-use rights 

over forest land to local households. In practice, land allocation varied. Although villagers 

confirmed that the Government divided land among families based on their area of swidden fields, 

some respondents said land was also divided equally, with an initial cap of 10 hectares per 

household. However, the results show that there were two main concerns regarding land 

allocation: the perceived lack of value or benefits of tree planting compared to other jobs, and 

unclear information related to land rights and taxes on the extra land. 

First, while villagers confirmed that they did not see benefits to tree planting at the time, 

some families did not want to receive more land for tree planting due to personal circumstances 

such as less labour to take care of plantation. For example, one villager explained why his family 

joined the PAM program later and with a little land to claim:  

“I have many children to feed, and I felt that payment for each stage of the tree planting 

program came late and required government approval, whereas collecting firewood from the 

forest to sell provided daily cash to cover household expenses” (C2.1, 68-year-old male, non-

poor). 

Second, most interviewees thought that receiving more land might require paying high land 

taxes, which led many families to choose to receive less land. Respondents explained that, since 

they did not see economic benefits from tree planting, when one family member went to cities for 

temporary work, they sometimes transferred their land to other neighbours or family members. 

Respondents also mentioned that, since a number of families did not receive lots of land to plant 

trees, a few elite groups, such as the village head or families with educated members, registered 

for more land. This led to further consequences, such as intensified inequality in land resources 

and determining who could participate in the tree plantation program later. 

• Tree planting as the main intervention in forest landscape restoration 

The first tree plantations in the four villages were the PAM program, as mentioned in 

Chapter 4.1. However, there were slight differences in how the PAM program was implemented 

in these villages after the land allocation movement.  From 1990 to 1995, the PAM program in 

Villages 1 and 2 was directly implemented by the villagers. Respondents from these villages were 

introduced to tree species such as acacia (keo), eucalypt (bạch đàn), and several native trees such 

as manglietia (mỡ) and senna siamea (muồng). People who participated in the program received 

rice; for example, interviewees recalled receiving 50 kg of rice for one plantation hectare. 

Unlike other villages, the PAM program in Village 3 was implemented by a forestry 

company. When the PAM program in Village 3 was phased out, the company returned the land 
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to the authorities, and villagers began following the forestry company’s model by planting acacia 

and eucalypt. Although this village did not formally participate in PAM, many respondents 

reported that they understood the main purpose of the tree plantation program was to “green bare 

hills”.  

Notably, after 1994, the Vietnamese Government implemented a land reclamation policy to 

establish special-use and protection forests aimed at conserving biodiversity and preserving the 

remaining “rich forests”. This reclamation affected Villages 2, 3, and 4. Consequently, many 

households in these villages lost access to the tree plantations they had established during the 

PAM program in 1990. In particular, in Village 2, the Government began reclaiming PAM forest 

to establish protection forests. In Villages 3 and 4, the government established Tam Dao NP in 

1997. These protection forests and Tam Dao NP were managed by government management 

boards, and local people were contracted for continued planting of both acacia and some native 

species on “bare hills” not covered by the PAM program. However, interviewees stated that the 

compensation for planted trees was relatively low, from 300,000 VND to 500,000 VND per 

hectare. Only Village 1 was not affected by this land reclamation program and subsequently 

transitioned from the remaining natural forest to mostly acacia plantations by 2016. This land 

reclamation policy has impacted poorer households, including women and youth who participated 

in tree plantation activities, negatively affecting their livelihoods later on. 

4.2.3 Motivation and participation in the plantation program 

There were consistent reasons identified in interviews and FGDs for people’s motivation 

and participation in the tree plantation program. This includes participating in government top-

down programs, receiving rice incentives, and claiming land for future ownership certificates. 

First, at the beginning of the FLR initiative, participants generally stated that they followed 

the government-led program, and then everyone in the village became involved in the PAM 

program. “The government had an acacia program, so we just planted according to that” (C 4.4, 

71-year-old male, non-poor). 

Second, although participants confirmed that they did not see benefits from the trees, they 

explained that the main motivation for participating in the PAM program was to receive rice, 

which was very scarce at the time. Because participants reported shifting agriculture did not 

provide food security. Specially, a few interviewees in Village 4 were directly involved in tree 

nurseries for the PAM program, which led them to participate for earning income. One respondent 

stated: “Trees were planted under programs like PAM just to get rice to eat, without having to 

spend any money” (C1.2, 56-year-old male, non-poor). 

Third, some households planted trees because they wanted to claim their land to ensure they 

would receive a land ownership certificate in the future. One respondent reflected: 
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“I saw the government’s program with acacia and erythrophleum fordii (lim), so I bought 

seedlings and planted them because I wanted to keep the PAM land that I had cleared for land 

ownership certificate. I still think it belongs to me, I still keep it, and now if anyone tries to cut 

trees there, they don’t allow it. It’s only my forest.” (C4.5, 66-year-old male, non-poor). 

4.2.4 Crop and species selection 

Interviewees generally had a view on which trees and crops were suitable for each type of 

forest category. 

• For production forest land: 

Although crop and tree selection varied depending on the expected outcomes of the 

plantations, most decisions were based primarily on economic factors, especially short-term 

benefits, while some also considered ecological benefits and land suitability. 

Because considering income, green tea and acacia are the most popular crops and tree species 

in the study area. For green tea, most respondents emphasised its long history across generations, 

beginning with natural tea found in forests, and noted that it could generate income more quickly 

than other tree species such as acacia.  

For acacia, most participants stated it was easy to sell for timber, and people began planting 

it widely around 2000. Respondents generally preferred acacia with certain characteristics: fast-

growing for quicker harvest, easy to plant, requiring minimal care, and providing high income.  

Based on those characteristics, interviewees compared that that acacia could be harvested in 5–7 

years, while native trees take at least 10–20 years to reach a similar size and might not have a 

clear market. Beyond income generation, acacia preferred particularly soil suitable across 4 

villages, especially on higher slopes and poorer soil, while eucalypt can grow on rocky soil. On 

lower land, many residents instead reported planting other trees such as tea, jackfruit, and banana. 

    The village head of Village 3 commented: 

“Acacia must be planted on high land. there’s no other option. It’s a forestry tree, harvested 

every 6–7 years, requires little care, and little investment. Just clear the grass once in the first 

year, then again in the second and third year. After that, people can harvest without much input… 

depending on the forest, you cannot plant jackfruit on high hills. It won’t grow”. (C3.5, 39-year- 

old male, non-poor). 

Beside of acacia, participants stated they tried to plant different species to diversity income. 

For example, cinnamon was tested because it was believed that cinnamon oil could be sold at a 

high price. However, these attempts were unsuccessful, as the trees did not produce oil of the 

same quality as in other places. 

Thus, a few participants considered tree selection based on the ecological benefits of tree 

planting and cultural practices. For example, a few respondents in village 3 with a Dao ethnic 

minority background and traditional medicinal knowledge expressed that they preferred growing 
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medicinal plants or fruit trees for both economic purposes, preserving their culture, and achieving 

ecological outcomes. 

• For protection forest and national parks: 

When asked about planting exotic species such as acacia and eucalypt in protection forests 

or natural forests, participants in Villages 2, 3, and 4, who had experience with these types of 

forests, thought that these exotics were not suitable, as they have short life cycles and deplete the 

nutrients needed for native species. They suggested that mixed planting with native trees should 

be implemented to improve soil, retain water, reduce erosion, and provide habitat for animals. 

With a slightly different experience, although participants in Village 1 preferred some native 

species because they were familiar with these native species but they though both type of species 

can be planted in these types of forest. 

4.2.5 Different perspectives among household wealth classes 

There are four main sets of different perspectives among household wealth classes: first, 

differing views on the PAM program; second, differences in income from acacia plantations; 

third, differences in acacia cultivation practices; and fourth, differences in tree selection. 

First, there were different views between respondents about the PAM program. While poorer 

interviewees thought this program did not bring enough rice for them, wealthier households saw 

it more positively. This difference might be because poor families did not plant many trees, as 

they had less land available for planting which led to receive less rice. Poor households also felt 

that the timber income from the PAM program did not meet their expectations because timber 

could not be sold at the time. A few poor participants also mentioned that this program paid rice 

at the end of the year, while they needed food security throughout the year. In contrast, wealthier 

families expressed more positive views about the PAM program, which met three objectives: 

greening bare hills, maintaining water, and reducing poverty.  

Second, poorer households generally reported that income from acacia plantation, of around 

10–40 million VND per hectare, was lower compared to wealthier households, who achieved 60–

140 million VND per hectare. They noticed that because poorer families have less land, less 

working labour, and less care for their plantations. In this study, participants perceived that the 

size of plantation land determined whether acacia income was considered good, with an optimal 

holding being 5–7 hectares, and that it should be at least 2–3 hectares; however, most of poorer 

participants confirmed they have less 2 hectares. Specially, respondents without forest land - since 

the Government reclaimed forest land in Villages 2, 3 and 4 - expressed that their family income 

was lower than that of families with acacia plantations. This led most of them to find casual jobs 

to supplement daily expenses.  

Third, there were different practices between wealth class groups in growing acacia 

plantation. Poorer households often do not use fertilizer like wealthier households and undertake 
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less weeding to remove grass, which affects acacia growth. In addition, poor families tended to 

plant acacia more densely (2,500–3,000 trees per hectare) compared to wealthier households 

(around 2,000 trees per hectare). Poorer households explained this was because if some acacia 

died, they would still have many trees left to harvest, or if the acacia did not grow well, they could 

still collect it as firewood. In contrast, wealthier families thought that planting less densely 

allowed each tree to have more nutrients, grow larger canopies, and increase its value, making it 

worth as much as ten densely planted trees.  

One interviewee from a nearly poor household with less than 1 ha forest land explained: 

 “Fertilizing depends on money - families with more money apply more, families with less 

apply less. If you don’t weed properly, the acacia becomes stunted. The smaller ones lose their 

leaves and die”. (C1.4, 50-year-old male, near-poor). 

Poor households also tended to sell acacia earlier, after about 3–4 years, because they needed 

immediate income, while wealthier households expected to sell after 7–10 years for higher timber 

value. In parallel, many poorer households relied on part-time jobs to supplement their income. 

One non-poor participant explained: 

“At about 7 years, acacia is mature enough for wood harvest. If they are only 3-4 years old, 

acacia is too small, not worth much and can’t be weighed or sold as timber. Around 7 years, the 

trees are large enough for wood. If they had conditions to let them grow longer, the wood would 

be bigger and sold by piece, not by weight”. (C2.1, 68-year-old-male, non-poor)  

Lastly, participants’ species choices also reflect differences in household background and 

resources. For instance, wealthier households are more likely to experiment with a variety of 

species. Some now plant native trees not only for timber but also for fruit and soil conservation 

purposes. A few have even started planting eucalypt because they think high potential economic 

and other native species including medicinal trees to meet multiple purposes. Some wealthy 

households also considered experimenting with mixed planting of acacia and other multipurpose 

trees such as jackfruit. 

“We are thinking of planting acacia mixed with other trees like jackfruit and michelia 

mediocris (dổi). After 5–7 years, the jackfruit and michelia mediocris can be harvested for fruit, 

and the acacia can be pruned in the same period. Then, while harvesting the fruit trees, new trees 

will be ready to replace the harvested ones.” (C3.5, 39-year-old male, non-poor) 

One non-poor respondent compared the incomes from acacia versus medicinal plants, 

explaining why he replaced some acacia areas with millettia speciose (cát sâm - a native medicinal 

species):  

“My land area is not large about 2 hectares of acacia, which takes 8 years to harvest and 

generates only around 160 million VND. But if I use about one-third of that land, around 6,000 

m², to plant cát sâm, the calculation is different. With 10,000 seedlings, each root weighing at 
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least 2 kg, that would be about 20 tons in total. Even though the scale is smaller, the income is 

much higher”. (C3.8, 38-year-old-male, non-poor). 

4.2.6 Different perspectives based on gender 

There are three main sets of different perspectives based on gender. These include: first, 

women preferred immediate income than men; second, women favoured work that required less 

physical labour; and third, some negative consequences of tree plantations were observed among 

poor women. 

First, interviews revealed that women generally preferred crops and tree plantation that 

provided immediate income and ensure food security. Although most women thought acacia 

could bring higher returns than other crops, but female interviewees relied mainly on rice, green 

tea, and vegetables to secure their monthly income. While both husbands and wives were 

responsible for acacia plantations, men typically did not take part in tea cultivation. Green tea was 

often preferred by women, as it can be cultivated in lowland areas where acacia cannot grow. 

Monthly income from green tea could reach 2–3 million VND. However, its higher maintenance 

requirements were viewed as a drawback compared to timber plantations. As one woman 

explained: 

 “Acacia is low-maintenance, whereas tea plants need weeding once a month, fertilising 1-

2 times, watering if there’s no rain, and spraying pesticides 3-4 times per harvest”. (C2.6, 42-

year-old female, near-poor). 

Second, women favoured work that required less physical labour. Female interviewees 

expressed those physical limitations created barriers for them to participate in the PAM program 

compared to men. For example, one woman from a poor household mentioned that, because she 

was a single mother, some acacia trees were stolen since her family had no male labour to protect 

them. Another woman expressed concern that the PAM forest was far from her home, so she did 

not visit or take care of the tree plantations as regularly as households with male labour. Because 

they are aware of their physical limitations, women also emphasised more than men that the 

development of machinery had made their work easier than before. For example, one female 

participant in an FGD in Village 1 said: 

“Now we have sawing and excavating machines and people in the village who can easily 

help with processing. In the past, we had to do everything ourselves, cutting and transporting was 

very hard”. 

Third, despite positive benefits of tree planting reported by both women and men, there were 

some negative consequences observed. First, regarding PAM program, although women thought 

this program provided some rice for their families, it was still not sufficient to ensure food 

security. Some of them explained that this was because they had less land to participate in the 

PAM program, which led them to receive less rice. Second, a few female respondents from poor 
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households without forest land shared a negative view. This is because natural forest had 

transitioned to acacia plantations, causing them to lose the opportunity to collect non-timber 

products such as bamboo shoots and firewood. As a result, these women reported that they are 

likely to struggle to find doing seasonal work to supplement their daily income compared with 

households that participated in tree plantation projects. 

One woman without forest land explained: 

“In the past, during bamboo shoot season, I could earn more because they grew naturally 

and didn’t require care. I went to the natural forest to gather them and sell them at the market. 

Now, I have to go far away to collect bamboo shoots. I just find some firewood once a year. Now, 

it’s mostly eucalypt and acacia plantations owned by others. I am not allowed to go in and collect 

anything anymore”. (C1.3, 45-year-old female, poor) 

4.2.7 Youth perspectives 

Youth migration was frequently cited by participants. As younger people moving to off-farm 

jobs to earn income. Due to the population has grown, respondents reported that young people do 

not have much forest land to plant tree. A male participant in FGD from village 4 explained 

“Households with many children divide the land, so the next generation has very little”. However, 

concerns were expressed that the working life cycle in factories is short, and this generation tends 

to return to the village after the age of 40 without much forest land to plant trees. 

4.3 Tree planting benefits 

This section presents the benefits of tree planting, divided into three parts: the first is 

ecological benefits, and the second is livelihood benefits and the third is on drivers to support tree 

plantation. More specifically, findings from interviews and FGDs conducted across four villages 

summarise a range of commonly tree species and crops, highlighting their perceived ecological 

and livelihood benefits (see Table 4.2 below). 
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Species Economic value Biodiversity Water needs Soil impact Storm, flood, and drought 

resistance 

Suitable land type 

Acacia  

(Keo) 

Seedlings easy to buy; easy to sell; grows quickly 

but needs care for the first 3 years; suitable for 

highland areas; harvestable from 4–12 years (mostly 

7 years); susceptible to pests; prices fluctuate but can 

be sold anytime. Often affected by pests and diseases 

in the first year 

No wildlife left (only a 

few birds remain) 

High water 

demand 

 

Depletes soil nutrients 

quickly after 3 

rotations. 

 

Breaks easily in storms; quite 

drought-tolerant.  

Not suitable for special use forests 

because it grows over native trees 

and dies after 10 years. 

Eucalypt (Bạch 

đàn) 

Seedlings are expensive and imported from China; 

Might higher price than acacia but less common 

market. 

Does not support wildlife. 

 

High demand of 

water. 

Can grow in rocky soil 

but dries soil, reduces 

fertility; soil becomes 

shallow. 

Weak and brittle trunk; breaks more 

easily in storms than acacia, 

especially under 3 years; drought 

tolerance better than acacia. 
 

Not suitable for special use forests. 

Erythrophleum 

fordii (Lim xanh) 

Native tree; takes several decades to grow; no 

market to sell; long life cycle 

Supports wildlife; better 

carbon storage; cool 

climate and protection 
genetic resources. 

Good water 

retention; 
Does not destroy 

land 
 

Reduces erosion and flood risk; 

drought-tolerant; durable 

Recommended for protection and 

national parks for ecological 

restoration purpose. 

Canarium 

tramdenum (Trám 

đen) 

Native tree; expensive seedlings; requires high 

skills; can harvest fruits from 3 years; perennial tree; 

market limited.  

Support wildlife, better 

carbon storage 

Good water 

retention 

Does not destroy land 

fertility 

Better adapted to floods and storm 

than acacia becuase of its flexible 

and durable trunk. 

Can be planted for plantations 

and agroforestry systems. 
 

Manglietia (mỡ);    
Chukrasia tabularis 

(lát); Senna siamea 

(muồng) 

Takes several decades to grow (15–20 years); 

muồng has no economic value; lát does not grow; 

can used for house construction only; very low 

market value. 

Support wildlife; better 

carbon storage. Protection 
genetic resources. 

Good water 

retention 

Conserves soil fertility 

 

Better adapted to floods and storms 

than acacia becuase of its flexible 

and durable trunk. 

 

Recommended for protection and 

national parks for ecological 

restoration purpose. 

Ficus  (Bồ đề) High economic value; requires suitable soil; seeds 

regenerate naturally; harvestable after 7 years; 

cannot grow in very poor soil. 

Not yet clear 

 

Likely retains 

more water than 

exotic species 

Conserves soil fertility 

  

Better adapted to floods and storm 

because of its shorter trunk 

Can be planted for plantations and 

special use forests, also for 

agroforestry systems 

Cinnamon (Quế) Cinnamon oil here was of lower quality. Unsuitable 

soil in the study area; seedlings more expensive than 

acacia 

Not yet clear Not yet clear but 

should be retain 

water than 

exotic species 

Conserves soil fertility 

 

Not yet clear Plantation forest and agroforestry 

systems. 

Jackfruit (Mít) Provides timber and fruit; requires little care; timber 

market unclear; takes at least 5 years to grow. 

Not yet clear but should be 

support ecological than 

exotic species 

Likely retains 

more water than 

exotic species 

Conserves soil fertility 

 

Resistant in storms and drought Plantation forest and agroforestry 

systems for economic proposes 

Other Vietnamese 

medicinal plants 

Require high technical skill and maintenance; need 

fertile soil; preserve traditional value; high 

economic value but market uncertain; potential for 

tourism; harvest from 2–10 years depending on 

species; can grow under forest canopy. 

Support biodiversity 

wildlife 

Low demand of 

water than 

exotics. 

Conserves soil fertility 

 

Resistant in storms  Plantations and special use forest, 

agroforestry systems. 

Green tea (Chè 

xanh) 

Planted near homes; suitable for women’s labour; 

provides monthly income; requires chemical 

fertilizer and regular maintenance; easy to sell; 

susceptible to pest. 

Does not support wildlife 

 

High demand of 

water 

Can degrade soil Easily dies during drought 

 

Agroforestry systems for 

economic proposes. 

Not suitable for special-use 

forests. 

 

Table 4.2 Synthesis of crops and tree species characteristics based on the interviews and Focus Group Discussions across the 4 villages 
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4.3.1 Ecological benefits in the context of climate change. 

Regarding ecological benefits, this section first presents community perceptions of 

ecological benefits and then discusses community views on environmental and climate-related 

risks. 

4.3.1.1 Perceptions of ecological benefits 

There was a consistent view among participants, expressed during the interviews and FGDs, 

that tree plantations had both positive and negative ecological impacts. The positive benefits 

included improved water availability and greener landscapes, while the negative aspects were 

noted when comparing plantations with natural forests. 

First, respondents valued tree plantations because tree-covered landscapes retained water 

more effectively than in the past. They compared the current landscape with shifting agriculture. 

This slash-and-burn practice had negative impacts on biodiversity and the ecosystem; for 

example, it killed many snakes, turtles, and geckos. Additionally, while shifting agriculture left 

hills bare, soil exposed, and water poorly retained, most respondents from Villages 2, 3, and 4 

now reported using water from forests for both drinking and agriculture. Additionally, some 

participants valued acacia plantations for the aesthetic benefits of green landscapes, describing 

them as beautiful, orderly, and peaceful, unlike the chaotic forests or bare hills of the past. 

Second, although respondents generally agreed that tree plantation programs provided these 

benefits, they clearly distinguished between restoration benefits of plantations inside protection 

forests and Tam Dao NP and those outside it. For example, acacia plantations were established 

both within these special-use forests and on villagers’ production forest land, but respondents 

were aware of differences in forest structure and benefits. Forests in Tam Dao NP retained water 

better and supported more wildlife than acacia plantations on production land. These natural 

forests helped protect soil and prevent erosion and flooding more effectively than plantation 

forests located further away from the NP. A respondent explained:  

“National Park forests function better because the trees cannot be exploited or disturbed, 

even if the same acacia species is planted.” (C4.3, 73-year-old male, non-poor) 

Respondents were also aware of the differences between acacia plantations and native trees 

regardless of where they were planted. Most interviewees thought native trees, such as 

erythrophleum fordii (lim xanh), were better adapted to the forest environment and climate 

change. In contrast, acacia and eucalypt were perceived as more brittle and prone to breakage 

during storms. A few respondents observed that acacia grows quickly but has a shorter lifespan 

than native trees, dying after about ten years, while native trees live much longer. One respondent 

said: 
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“Acacia trees planted under the PAM program in 1990s almost completely decayed in the 

National Park; at best, they lasted 20 years. As they aged, storms broke most of them”. (C4.3, 73-

years-old-male, non-poor). 

Thus, pests and diseases in tree plantation were also mentioned as emerging themes through 

interviews and FGDs. For instance, participants mentioned that there are more diseases in the 

third rotation than in the first rotation because of the way acacia is managed. In particular, 

harvesting after 4-8 years, burning the residue, and replanting immediately destroys beneficial 

insects and prevents soil recovery.  One interviewee explained that when planting medicinal trees, 

he needs to leave the soil fallow for a couple of years to allow it to recover. In addition, 

respondents highlighted that continuous planting reduces yields. One villager who replaced all 

acacia with medicinal trees explained: 

“Acacia makes the soil poor. I feel the soil loses its nutrients very quickly. After planting 

three cycles, the productivity decreases. Continuous planting without resting the land greatly 

reduces yields. In acacia plantation, there are still birds, but all the wild animals are gone”. 

(C3.8, 36-years-old male, non-poor) 

Compared with natural forests, plantations were valued less in terms of cultural and 

ecological significance. Some participants recalled experiences such as bathing in forest streams 

or hearing bird songs and animal sounds in the past. In particular, one participant from the female 

FGD in Village 1 expressed regret: 

 “I feel regret because the younger generation might not truly know what a natural forest 

looks like”.  

A few respondents from Village 3 also stated that to develop ecotourism, they need to 

conserve natural forests because tourists enjoy experiencing them; no-one visits for acacia 

plantations. 

4.3.1.2  Perceptions of environmental and climate-related risks  

Most participants highlighted concerns about increase in extreme weather events compared 

to the past, which they considered negative effects of climate change which potential impacts on 

plantations. As mentioned in Chapter 4.3.1.1, exotic species such as acacia and eucalypt cannot 

withstand strong winds and are often blown down, after which squirrels sometimes feed on the 

fallen trees during storms. Some farmers reported disasters such as heavy rain causing landslides 

that damage trees, or heat wave and storms, drought affecting the soil. They also observed fungal 

diseases have become more common during these extreme weather events.  

However, there were different views on level of climate change impact across the four 

villages. Participants from villages near Tam Dao NP expressed that extreme weather had less 

impact than in Village 1. For example, both women and men FGDs participant from village 3 and 

4 noted that natural forests in the NP help mitigate climate change, prevent soil erosion, provide 
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water use; In contrast, participants from Village 1 expressed negative views about environmental 

risks in the village, including water scarcity. One middle-aged man in the male FGD in village 1 

said: 

“Nowadays, the water has become scarce because forests have been cleared. In the past, 

there were still natural forests that protected the streams; now it’s all plantations”. 

4.3.2 Livelihood benefits 

There was a consistent view among community participants, expressed that tree plantations 

firstly improved livelihoods and secondly provided better benefits than shifting agriculture and 

non-timber products, although some concerns about acacia plantations were also shared. 

First, in comparison with shifting agriculture and collect non-timber products was mentioned 

as not being able to bring enough food security, with local villagers stating they had to mix rice 

and cassava to eat. This was highlighted by one respondent: 

“Shifting cultivation was unpredictable; some years were good, some were bad. Acacia is 

more stable; once planted, it grows well.” (C2.3, 75-year-old-male, non-poor) 

Second, regarding tree plantations especially acacia, they helped avoid hunger, generate 

income, and gradually improve livelihoods, changing participants' lives. Acacia plantation 

income is used especially for major expenses such as building new houses, buying motorbikes or 

cars, healthcare, and agricultural machinery and contributed to build village road. One respondent 

from a male FGD in Village 1 noticed: 

“In 1995, 50% of households in my village were ranked as poor; right now, only 2%”. 

Third, although acacia remains the most commonly planted species, participants have begun 

expressing concerns about its long-term suitability. This is particularly due to disease and pest 

issues (see Chapter 4.3.1), which lead to lower productivity, and concerns about converting 

natural forests to plantations, resulting in the loss of livelihoods dependent on medicinal and 

traditional trees. 

Regarding lower productivity, several villagers noted that acacia was productive during the 

first rotation without the use of pesticides or fertilizers, but productivity has since decreased due 

to soil degradation. A female from FGD in Village 2 explained: 

“During storms, acacia easily dies after 3 - 4 years. My household planted 1,000 trees, but 

500 died, so we had to sell at a low price”. 

Some are reconsidering their planting choices after repeated tree crop failures: 

“My family still plants eucalypt, even though it grows tall and is prone to toppling over, 

because all the acacia died. Every week I pour termite pesticide at the base of the acacia, but 

after a few months it still dies. In the first crop, it didn’t die, which made me overconfident, so I 
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kept planting acacia because acacia seedlings are cheaper”. (C1.7, 35-year-old-female, non-

poor) 

Thus, there was a concern that traditional medicinal practices are at risk of being lost due to 

the conversion of natural forests to plantations, particularly in Village 3, where the Dao ethnic 

minority community has historically practiced traditional medicine. This concern has encouraged 

some respondents to plant medicinal trees for additional income, support ecotourism, and 

eventually replace acacia in the future. However, since natural forests have been reduced and 

acacia planted, both men’s and women’s FGD in village 3 stated that traditional medicinal plants 

are now scarce, and there is a need to consider planting them to conserve knowledge for the next 

generation. One older woman from an FGD in the village 3 expressed: 

“In the past, we went to the natural forest to collect medicinal leaves to treat simple illnesses, 

but now they are scarce”. 

Villagers living close to the park can engage in beekeeping more easily than those living 

farther away. They stated that this is because there are many natural forests around their homes 

that support pollination. 

4.3.3 Tree planting drivers 

It is clear that the tree plantation program led by the Vietnamese Government has played a 

central role in introducing tree plantations. Results also show that main drivers that led to the 

widespread adoption of acacia, such as market driven, improved road access, and machinery. 

Fist, respondents generally agreed that the presence of a market for acacia is a major factor 

driving the development of acacia plantations over other tree species. The establishment of several 

woodchip factories was highlighted as key support for the local acacia value chain. All villagers 

reported that there were no barriers to selling acacia, as it was easy to contact local traders either 

online, by phone, or through traders visiting villages directly to negotiate purchases. Buyers 

would collect acacia of any age and any part of the tree, such as branches the size of a wrist, 

harvest it from the farmers’ fields, and transport it to woodchip factories. Iinterviewees revealed 

that previously, with no market, they left acacia for 13–14 years; now, they typically sell it around 

6–7 years. Although a few villagers expressed concerns about price fluctuations depending on the 

Chinese market, most still felt that acacia could be sold at any time. One respondent commented: 

“Prices just fluctuate. Sometimes high, sometimes low. But prices today are higher than in 

the past, and it’s easier to sell”. (C2.6, 42-year-old-female, near-poor) 

Other factors mentioned by villagers include the easy availability and low cost of acacia 

seedlings around 2000 – 3500 VND/ nursery. Local government programs also support the 

distribution of seedlings, provide guidance to farmers. 

Second, improved road access in the villages was also highly valued by interviewees from 

all four villages. They reported that access used to be difficult, with no clear roads. Villagers 
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recalled that in the early 2000s, due to the difficulty of reaching forest land, they had to use buffalo 

to carry timber. Since some roads were improved during the PAM program and afterwards, an 

interviewee mentioned that trucks can now reach the acacia plantation plots. 

Third, together with road and market development, machinery has played a vital role in 

supporting plantations by reducing labour requirements. As reported, to cut grass, local farmers 

now hire machines, which makes the work much easier. Previously, an interviewee confirmed:   

“In the past, cultivating 1 hectare by hand took 20 days, but now, with machines, it only 

takes 8 days”. (C1.7, 35-year-old-female, non-poor) 

4.4 Future plans 

This section presents how interviewees think about future plans to make their livelihood, 

tree plantations more sustainable in the face of climate change. It is divided into two parts. The 

first presents the views of government officials and local experts, and the second presents the 

community's views. 

4.4.1 Government officials and local experts 

While most interviewees in this group acknowledged some negative impacts of acacia and  

it would be difficult to replace this species in the next five to ten years because economic benefits, 

they emphasised three pathways that should be considered. 

First, interviewees suggested identifying alternative tree species, particularly promoting 

“multi-purpose tree species” that can bring economic gains similar to acacia. For example, one 

respondent stated: “In production forests, multi-purpose trees should be planted. For instance, 

species that can provide fruit as well as timber” (U1). 

Second, participants proposed policies to guide farmers in transitioning from monocultures 

to mixed-species plantations. Another respondent emphasised:  

“Multiple species should be planted on the same plot, not monocultures; natural 

regeneration must also be promoted. For example, three tree species should be planted in one 

area of a plantation forest” (G2). 

Third, interviewees highlighted the need to mobilise more resources to create higher 

economic value for local people compared to acacia plantations. For example, respondents 

mentioned financial support through PES or carbon credit markets. However, several government 

officials noted that while PES only paid 70,000 VND (4.1 AUD) for one hectare in this study area 

and carbon credits pay high rates in the EU, the payments are much lower in Vietnam which was 

not attractive community. 
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4.4.2 Community members 

Although most participants were concerned about the sustainability of acacia plantations 

under changing weather conditions, their approaches to future adaptation varied based on their 

values regarding natural forests, gender, or wealth class. 

First, in general, respondents who live near protected and national parks emphasised the 

need for policies that balance preserving the national park and protected areas with maintaining 

acacia plantations. This might because they have experienced the positive value of natural forests. 

They also see an opportunity to gain income from ecotourism and traditional medicinal. One 

female respondent said:  

“I think the government should plant natural forests on higher elevations and acacia 

according to the plan. On the high land, let natural forest grow so no one can exploit it. On lower 

land, plant acacia for economic benefit. Keep the land fully green to prevent erosion and provide 

water for the community”. (C4.8, 56-year-old female, near-poor) 

Second, there are different views based on gender. While a few female participants in FGDs 

and women from poorer households mentioned that they did not have any specific plans and 

would simply continue their current practices, or rely on government decisions to introduce new 

species, they were more concerned about having a reliable market to sell tree species. They 

expected the Government to have a clear plan to support farmers and ensure that companies would 

buy the products. Since women noted that acacia still has a stable market, they preferred to 

continue planting it.  

“If the government changes the tree species, then we’ll plant something else. If there’s no 

new policy, we just keep doing what we’re doing. If eucalypt replaces acacia, we’ll grow eucalypt. 

If it’s still acacia, we’ll keep planting acacia. And when one batch is harvested, we plant 

another”. (C2.5, 65-year-old female, near-poor) 

Third, there is a different future plan among wealthy groups. While poor households without 

forest land explained that, if they had land, they would prefer to plant acacia to earn income, other 

interviewees from non-poor households suggested finding new species that could meet multiple 

objectives, such as providing timber, fruit, and delivering better environmental benefits (see more 

at Chapter 4.2.5).  

4.5  Summary 

The interviews with 8 stakeholders revealed that the Vietnamese government favours tree 

plantations as the main intervention for forest landscape restoration. This is because tree 

plantations help meet both national forest cover targets and international commitments, while also 

aims to stop slash-and-burn activities, supporting local communities to avoid food insecurity and 

develop livelihoods. They also provide historical records of natural forest changes, and land 

tenure changes since the plantations were established. 
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Through 32 semi-structured interviews and 8 focus groups across four villages in Thai 

Nguyen, Vietnam, this study reveals participants’ perspectives on tree plantations and highlighted 

differences in views based on wealth, gender, and age. These differences may contribute to 

inequality among groups. The interviews and focus groups also explored livelihood changes since 

the development of acacia plantations. While acacia has brought economic benefits, participants 

expressed concerns about long-term sustainability due to pests and diseases, soil fertility issues, 

and the impacts of climate change. 

In summary, most participants believed that acacia plantations provide better economic 

outcomes compared to previous shifting agriculture and non-timber forest product collection. 

However, they also noted several drawbacks compared with natural forests, such as lower support 

for biodiversity and reduced ecosystem services. These issues will be explored in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

The discussion synthesises the results presented in Chapter 4 and situates them within the 

broader context identified by the literature review. It does so by focusing on the following key 

findings: 

5.1 Why tree plantations are favoured by the Vietnamese government for FLR, and key 

issues that arise from this. 

5.2. Livelihood impacts of tree plantations on local communities in the context of climate 

change. 

5.3. The multidimensionality and complexity of FLR. 

5.4. Implications for FLR policies, including those for tree plantations. 

5.1 Tree plantations as the favoured Vietnamese government strategy for 

FLR. 

This section speaks to the first research question, ‘What is the policy framework for FLR in 

Northern Vietnam, and how is it being translated into practice?’ It will first provide an overview 

explaining why the Government favours tree planting to address multiple problems, such as 

vegetating bare hills, boosting food security, promoting economic development, and increasing 

forest cover; but also highlight some key issues affecting tree planting outcomes.  

The section is organised into four sections: The Government’s preference for tree plantations 

over other FLR options; forest cover targets; and land tenure and land rights, and community 

participation. 

5.1.1 The Government’s preference for tree plantations 

The results showed that the Vietnamese government strongly favours tree plantations as the 

main FLR strategy though a serious of policies (see Table 4.1). The results of interviews align 

with those of the literature review (see Chapter 2.2), which highlights the country’s extensive 

national tree plantation programs from the 1990s to the present in response to deforestation and 

land degradation. This suggests a prioritisation of rapid methods to increase forest cover and 

achieve visible outcomes. This approach is also consistent with global FLR trends, where tree 

plantations are often the preferred FLR intervention, as noted by (Djoudi et al., 2024). 

The results suggest that selecting FLR approaches based on a careful assessment is essential 

prior to implementation. The Vietnamese Government views tree plantations as a faster means to 

rehabilitate degraded forest lands than alternatives such as natural regeneration or agroforestry 

(see Table 3.1), while also providing quick economic benefits. Arnold et al. (2022) and Ha et al. 

(2022) reported similarly, noting that authorities aim to leverage the economic advantages of 

commercial tree plantations for both farmers and the wider economy.  
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In contrast to the more flexible guidance provided by IUCN and WRI (2014), which 

envisages both natural regeneration and tree planting on forest land without trees, the Vietnamese 

Government’s approach applies a single solution as tree plantations across all degraded forest, 

including bare hills, degraded forests, and abandoned areas. This blanket classification treats all 

forest land as degraded due to human activities such as logging and slash-and-burn agriculture 

(See Chapter 2.2.2). Erbaugh and Oldekop (2018) highlighted that these human activities affect 

forest land differently and that different FLR approaches can produce varying social and 

ecological outcomes. Although severely degraded areas may not recover through natural 

regeneration alone (César et al., 2021), many sites are less degraded, and the benefits and risks of 

acacia plantations are not always fully assessed (Kull et al., 2023). Many degraded sites may 

remain suitable for natural regeneration, which is often recommended because it can enhance 

habitat quality at lower cost than tree planting (Chazdon and Guariguata, 2016). For example, in 

areas previously affected by slash-and-burn agriculture, natural regeneration may be more 

appropriate than tree planting. Table 5.1 summarises the characteristics of tree plantations and 

natural regeneration as FLR approaches in Northern Vietnam. This study suggests that careful 

site management assessments are necessary to determine the most suitable FLR method for each 

location, balancing ecological, social, and economic considerations.  

Land use FLR options Justification Drawbacks 

Forest land: if the 

land is without trees, 

two main ways are 

suggested (IUCN 

and WRI, 2014) 

 

Tree 

plantation 

 

• Faster growth, large biomass. greater short 

-term income. 

• To achieve faster forest cover indicators 

for protecting watershed protection (rừng 

đầu nguồn) and international 

commitments. 

• Expensive but attracts external 

funding 

• Exotic species grow faster than 

native species, outcompeting 

the latter. 

Natural 

regeneration 

 

•  Functions as a complex adaptive system 

• Lower cost 

•  Supports native species recovery 

• Contributes to biodiversity conservation 

and long-term carbon mitigation. 

• Slower growth (may take 

several decades) with income 

gains only in the long-term  

• Does not attract financial 

support from donors or the 

government. 

Table 5.1 Comparisons between two FLR options: tree plantation and natural regeneration 
 

5.1.2 Targeting an increase in forest cover over forest quality  

This study finds that the central government’s approach to forest landscape restoration (FLR) 

continues to prioritise expanding forest cover through large-scale exotic tree plantations. This 

focus aligns with broader trends identified in the literature, where forest cover has often been 

treated as the primary indicator of restoration success (Clement and Amezaga, 2009). For 

example, national initiatives such as Project 661 aimed to restore five million hectares primarily 

through tree planting. While such efforts have successfully increased overall forest cover in 
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Vietnam, this emphasis on quantitative targets focuses on meeting short-term forest extent goals 

at the cost of greater diversity and resilience over the longer term. 

However, this approach has attracted considerable criticism. Chazdon and Brancalion (2019) 

argued that increases in tree cover may represent short-term fixes that fail to achieve the broader 

ecological and social objectives envisioned by the FLR concept. Similarly, this study finds that 

the expansion of forest cover through monoculture plantations, particularly of exotic species, has 

led to several unintended consequences, including reduced water availability and limited 

biodiversity gains. These outcomes highlight the limitations of equating forest cover with 

ecosystem recovery. Supporting this perspective, Kull et al. (2023) contended that acacia 

plantations perform fundamentally different ecological functions from natural forests, despite 

government assumptions that they can serve equivalent roles in restoring forest landscapes. This 

tension between quantitative targets and more qualitative ecological outcomes is further explored 

below. 

The Government’s focus on expanding forest cover through exotic tree plantations reflects 

its commitment to meeting international restoration targets. This emphasis was evident both in 

interviews with local government officials and in the literature review. Vietnam’s forest cover 

targets include all forest types, as reported by Dang (2022) and Kull et al. (2023). However, Kull 

et al. (2023) noted that treating plantations and natural forests as equivalent can obscure important 

ecological differences. Furthermore, Crowther et al. (2020) highlighted that the ongoing loss of 

natural forests in Vietnam continues to reduce native species richness, despite overall increases 

in forest area. These findings suggest that the lack of distinction between plantations and natural 

forests within Vietnam’s forest cover targets may inadvertently encourage the conversion of 

natural or secondary forests into monoculture plantation, and similarly promote restoration of 

degraded forest land to plantations rather than natural forest. In addition, Evans and Turnbull 

(2004) emphasised that forest cover is a crucial indicator for measuring the health of forest 

ecosystems, but it is not sufficient on its own. This suggest that measuring forest quality, not just 

the number of trees or total hectares planted, is essential for tree plantation program and other 

FLR activities. 

5.1.3 Land tenure and land rights 

Results identified two main sets of tenure issues.  

The first issue was inequities between households in their capacity to claim land that was 

being allocated for plantation establishment. As widely recognised in the literature, land tenure 

has long been recognised as a critical factor influencing the successful implementation of tree 

plantations and FLR more generally (Adams et al., 2016; Shelton et al., 2024). Unclear land 

tenure can be interpreted as allowing land to be available for tree plantations Schirmer (2007) 

even where traditional rights have been exercised for many generations. In the case study, changes 

in forest tenure since the 1990s have determined who holds the authority to participate in tree 
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planting, as discussed by Sandewall et al. (2010). These shifts have frequently disadvantaged 

poorer or less-informed households, as documented in other studies (Clement and Amezaga, 

2009; McElwee, 2009; Nielsen et al., 2018). In this study, some households with limited labour 

resources were unable to claim land due to insufficient information about the benefits of tree 

planting and the need for immediate cash income. 

The second issue was the subsequent reclamation of land previously allocated for tree 

plantations to establish national parks and protection forests. Despite efforts to implement 

plantation programs, the early stages of this process faced considerable criticism. In many cases, 

forest land was reclaimed for conservation purposes without adequate compensation to local 

communities. In this study, although some villagers received small cash from PFES scheme from 

trees planted in protection forests or within Tam Dao NP, the compensation was minimal and 

disproportionately affected poorer households in villages 2, 3, and 4. To and Dressler (2019) 

pointed out that small and improper PFES compensation further reduces villagers’ opportunities 

to benefit from the forest, thereby sustaining poverty in the highlands. Similar concerns have been 

raised by Nguyen and Kull (2023), who criticised land reclamation for protected areas that 

displaced local people, particularly poorer and younger community members, leading some to 

attempt to reoccupy or cultivate plantation land as available land became increasingly scarce.  

5.1.4 Community participation 

The results identified two broad categories of challenges affecting community participation 

in tree planting programs: limited active involvement and insufficient access to information about 

tree plantation outcomes. 

First, local communities had limited decision-making power in plantation programs. 

Initiatives such as PAM primarily targeted small-scale farmers, yet community involvement in 

decisions about which species to plant, where to plant them, and discussions of potential benefits 

and risks was restricted during the early stages. While communities have rich traditional 

knowledge of native species and local landscapes; however, most tree plantation programs were 

designed in a ‘top-down’ manner by government authorities, most tree plantation programs were 

designed ‘top down’ by government authorities, providing limited species choice and technical 

guidance along pre-determined land allocations. This aligns with findings by Clement and 

Amezaga (2009), who observed that in Project 661 provincial governments offered technical 

advice and tree species selection without effectively building local capacity, leaving most 

households as passive recipients rather than active participants. Actively involving communities 

could be a key contributor to the success of FLR, from site preparation and species selection to 

planning and monitoring (Reyes-García et al., 2019). This study identifies that the lack of 

consultation, regarding key decisions, such as introducing new exotic species like acacia, limited 

community engagement and may have reduced long-term ecological and social benefits. 
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Second, communities often lacked adequate information to make informed decisions. 

Awareness of land tenure implications, potential ecological benefits, market opportunities, and 

contractual terms was limited. In practice, unclear guidance on land taxes and benefit distribution 

discouraged participation, particularly among poorer households who prioritised immediate 

income for food security. These findings align with those of Clement and Amezaga (2008) who 

similarly observed that unclear land-use procedures constrained community engagement in 

Vietnam. In the absence of such clarity, poorer households often prioritised immediate income 

due to food security concerns, particularly when incentives were delayed and access to non-timber 

forest products was restricted after ceasing shifting agriculture. 

Overall, these results point out the limitations of short-term, top-down incentive tree 

plantation approaches. Evidence from Djoudi et al. (2024) and Fleischman et al. (2020) suggests 

that FLR programs are more effective when they foster long-term rural livelihoods rather than 

relying solely on immediate compensation for project participation. However, most programs, 

including PAM which was implemented from 1990–1995 in this case, adopted short-term 

approaches, ceasing incentives after the program period, which led communities to revert to their 

previous livelihoods. 

5.2 Livelihood and social equity impacts  

This section first discusses Research Question 3, focusing on the livelihood impacts and 

potential economic challenges related to current acacia practices. The second addresses Research 

Question 2, which examines the social equity impacts across three categories: wealth differences, 

gender differences, and youth.  

5.2.1 Changes in rural livelihoods and potential economic challenges through 

acacia plantations 

The economic benefits of acacia plantations have been confirmed both in this study (see 

Chapter 4.3.2) and consistently reported in the literature (e.g., (Mendham and White, 2019; Tham 

et al., 2021)). These plantations contribute to local economic development and increased rural 

wealth. As a result, farmers have shifted from traditional shifting agriculture and reliance on 

timber and non-timber forest products to cultivating acacia and other exotic species, primarily for 

pulp and woodchip production. 

However, the study identified potential economic challenges associated with current acacia 

plantation practices, particularly related to pest and disease outbreaks and declining soil fertility. 

First, pest and disease pressures appear to increase in acacia monocultures compared with 

earlier rotations, which aligns with observations from previous studies and may contribute to 

reduced plantation productivity. Harwood and Nambiar (2014) noted that disease incidence was 

higher during periods of above-average rainfall, a pattern also observed in this study. The 

expansion of acacia monocultures likely provides abundant resources for pests and pathogens, 
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which can adapt to these plantations over time. Research by Huong et al. (2015) and Nambiar et 

al. (2015) further highlighted that single-species tree plantations are particularly vulnerable to 

insect pests and plant diseases. This study also observes farmers tend to increase the use of 

pesticides and fertilisers to maintain yields. While this may temporarily sustain production, it can 

exacerbate soil degradation and increase production costs, ultimately reducing net income. 

Nambiar et al. (2015) emphasised that growth responses to management interventions, including 

the use of improved planting stock or fertiliser, are dependent on adequate soil moisture and root 

access. This suggests that further research is needed to understand economic and environmental 

implications of agrochemical use over successive rotations under variable climatic conditions. 

Second, the study identified soil fertility as a major factor contributing to low productivity, 

which is also consistent with reported by Harwood and Nambiar (2014) and Mendham and White 

(2019). The case study pointed out that due to the preference for shorter acacia rotations, farmers 

often remove all other vegetation and grasses, burning the remaining biomass after harvesting. 

This practice prevents soil recovery, reduces beneficial soil microorganisms, and results in the 

loss of organic matter, surface soil, and nutrient content, as confirmed by Mendham and White 

(2019). Site clearing, particularly on steep slopes in northern Vietnam, may exacerbate soil 

erosion and further reduce fertility compared with lowland areas exposed to rainfall (Mendham 

and White, 2019; Nambiar et al., 2015). de Jong et al. (2024) further suggested that appropriate 

soil preparation is crucial for successful tree establishment in FLR. 

5.2.2 Social equity impacts of tree plantations 

 This section discusses community perspectives in terms of wealth class, gender, and youth 

to address Research Question 2, What are community perspectives on FLR in Northern Vietnam? 

5.2.2.1 Differences among households of different wealth classes 

As discussed in the Literature Review (see Chapter 2.2.2), the social impacts of tree 

plantations remain poorly understood. This study revealed that changes in the starting point of 

land tenure processes have differently affected households of different wealth classes, primarily 

by determining who can participate in tree plantations programs. This finding is consistent with 

the literature, which shows that this process has tended to benefit wealthier households while 

marginalising poorer ones, thereby reinforcing existing social inequities and limiting equitable 

participation in forest plantation activities (McElwee and Nghi, 2021; Nielsen et al., 2018; Sikor 

and Baggio, 2014). Rural communities depend on non-timber forest products, medicinal plants, 

and other cultural resources (Djoudi et al., 2024; Shelton et al., 2024). The replacement of natural 

forests with plantations has disproportionately constrained access for poorer households, 

especially women, who typically hold less land and fewer plantations than wealthier households. 

As noted in the literature, establishing tree plantations requires substantial labour and 

investment Frey et al. (2018). Consistent with this, the study found that poorer households, with 
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limited labour, time, and access to assets such as fertiliser and machinery, were less able to invest 

in plantations. These households often preferred shorter rotations to secure quicker returns, but 

this strategy resulted in lower long-term financial gains. Shorter rotations were also favoured by 

poorer households due to the perceived risks of and disease and typhoons affecting trees under 

three to four years old. This aligns with findings by Maraseni et al. (2017), who further 

recommend longer acacia rotations of around ten years to achieve higher financial returns 

compared with short-term rotations.  

In addition, poorer households generally have lower income diversity and reduced resilience, 

as insecure land tenure limits their access to additional forest resources. Wealthier families, by 

contrast, often accumulate assets over time and may acquire land from poorer households, further 

exacerbating inequality (Sikor and Baggio, 2014). These socio-economic dynamics are 

particularly significant under the projected adverse climate change in northern Vietnam. Poorer 

households with lower adaptive capacity are less able to protect plantations or recover from 

extreme weather events than wealthier households, highlighting the intersection of socio-

economic status, plantation management, and climate vulnerability. 

5.2.2.2 Gender differences 

This study identifies gender differences in tree and crop planting practices, particularly 

emphasising the physical constraints faced by women, which limit their ability to initiate tree 

plantations. These findings align with previous research; for example, Thulstrup (2014) 

emphasised that labour availability is important in acacia plantations. In this case study, it was 

evident that the challenge becomes even more pronounced households headed by female or where 

labour is scarce. Similarly, a survey conducted by Vu et al. (2023) found that women often join 

tree planting activities later and have less tree plantations than men, particularly among older and 

longer-established household owners. 

Immediate economic considerations also play a key role in women’s participation and 

motivation compared to men. The results indicate that women, who frequently manage family 

finances, prioritise immediate income, whereas tree plantations typically require several years 

before yielding returns. This observation is consistent with those in the literature review (see 

Chapter 2.2) and highlights the tension between short-term household needs and long-term FLR 

goals. Thus, this study raises a question regarding the broader impacts of land-use policies. For 

instance, the forced cessation of shifting cultivation may have disproportionately affected food 

security for female-headed households, as discussed by Khuc et al. (2020); Van Mai and To 

(2015).  

While both men and women participants perceived the risk of extreme weather affecting 

trees, women were less ready or able to make plans to adapt to these climate change situations. 

For example, they did not suggest any changes, such as proposing different tree species, as the 

men did. This might be because women have less decision-making power in tree plantation 
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activities than men. Further research should consider these issues and explore them in greater 

depth. A study by Garrett et al. (2022) emphasised that promoting women’s empowerment and 

gender equality across diverse cultural contexts have significant implications for forest 

restoration. This empowerment might focus on capacity building initiatives such as the TUAF 

CLC, which has established a Climate Learning Park with a gender-sensitive design to engage 

local women, and investment in innovative technologies or machinery to reduce barriers for 

women in tree plantation and other FLR activities. 

5.2.2.3 Youth  

One of the core objectives of FLR is to improve local well-being, as emphasised in the 

literature review. However, young people in the study area face several challenges in participating 

in tree plantation activities, as young people often inherit very little land from their parents due 

to limited land availability. This constraint might reduce their opportunities, prompting many to 

migrate temporarily to cities in search of unskilled work. When they return, they probably possess 

little or no forest land to cultivate. Similar patterns have been also observed elsewhere in Vietnam 

(Nguyen and Kull, 2023); This suggest that further alter local power dynamics, displace young 

people from forest-based livelihoods, and weaken their sense of belonging and the value they 

place on forests. 

5.3 The multidimensionality and complexity of FLR 

These results highlight the dynamic complexity of tree plantations and FLR observed in the 

study areas. As evident in the analytical framework adopted in this study (Figure 3.2), FLR is 

inherently multi-layered and complex, with different components producing diverse outcomes 

and benefits, often leading to trade-offs. In the time available, this study was only able to focus 

on the trade-offs between the main FLR elements during the transition from natural forests to 

acacia plantations. These trade-offs are organised into two main categories: those related to 

livelihood benefits, and those related to ecosystem benefits, including biodiversity conservation 

and climate mitigation and adaption. 

5.3.1 Livelihoods benefits and five capitals 

The result indicates that exotic plantations, particularly acacia, generally provide better 

livelihood outcomes than those derived from previous land uses; generating quicker and more 

substantial economic returns. Despite the issues regarding the long-term sustainability of acacia, 

as discussed in Chapter 2.2.3, this study illustrates how tree plantations play an important role in 

achieving the FLR objective of livelihood outcomes, compared with other approaches. This is 

supported by Katila et al. (2024), who noted that as most FLR activities are implemented in 

tropical and low-income countries, tree plantations are often used to improve livelihoods and meet 

local needs. However, focusing mainly on livelihood outcomes may lead to trade-offs with 

ecological outcomes, which are discussed in Chapter 5.3.2 below. 
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As discussed in the literature, livelihood extends beyond income alone (Shelton et al., 2024). 

Considering the five-capital analytical framework allows for a more comprehensive 

understanding of how FLR contributes to community wellbeing and resilience. This perspective 

implies that FLR activities should aim not only to increase income but also to strengthen all five 

livelihood capitals, particularly for vulnerable households. For example, to empower poorer 

households in restoration activities, policy interventions should help enhance both their natural 

capital (e.g. through greater access to land-use rights and increasing soil fertility) and social 

capital (e.g. by improving skills and learning opportunities). For instance, to build community 

capacity, the Farmer Field School (FFS) approach has been developed in Vietnam and globally 

to help farmers achieve positive outcomes by improving their knowledge and adoption of 

beneficial practices (Waddington et al., 2014). Considering all five livelihood capitals would 

enhance long-term resilience and ensure that restoration efforts contribute to more inclusive and 

equitable development. 

5.3.2 Ecosystem services benefits 

The results are consistent with the literature (e.g., (Chazdon and Brancalion, 2019; Ha et al., 

2022; Kull et al., 2023)) which suggested that while acacia plantations contribute to restoring tree 

cover and supporting economic development, they provide fewer ecosystem services than natural 

forests. Natural forests offer greater benefits in terms of shade, soil erosion control, water 

regulation, and climate moderation. Importantly, this study also finds that the conversion of 

natural forests to acacia plantations leads to the loss of indigenous tree genetic diversity and non-

timber forest products, as observed in Village 3, where traditional leaf collection has declined 

compared with the past (see Chapter 4.3.2). 

Respondents reported that fast-growing exotic species like acacia and eucalypt require more 

water than native species and intensive harvesting can lead to soil degradation as highlighted in 

previous research (Evans and Turnbull, 2004; Harwood and Nambiar, 2014; Mendham and 

White, 2019). Although these species grow quickly under harsh conditions, they access 

groundwater that is less available to other plants, reducing overall ecosystem functionality 

(Mendham and White, 2019). This explains why participants from Village 1 were more concerned 

about water availability than those from other villages closer to natural forest.  

The study also reveals that natural forests provide a broader range of benefits than exotic 

plantations, including recreational, cultural, and ecotourism opportunities for local communities, 

consistent with (Bauhus et al., 2012; McElwee, 2009; McElwee et al., 2022) and issue with young 

group (Chapter 2.3.2). Younger generations grew up without direct experience of natural forests. 

This, in turn, could influence how they and future generations perceive the value of forests and 

their role in sustaining both cultural and ecological well-being, shaping the priorities and 

outcomes of future FLR programs. Additionally, although FLR outcomes emphasise local well-
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being, research on recreational, cultural, and aesthetic values remains limited and should be 

further developed. 

5.3.2.1 Biodiversity conservation 

The impact of FLR on biodiversity depends on what is replaced during tree planting, and the 

biodiversity values of the restored forest. Plantations can provide habitat for some wildlife (Horák 

et al., 2019; Pawson et al., 2013); however, this case study shows that acacia plantations support 

wildlife far less than the original natural forests, as reported in previous studies (Di Sacco et al., 

2021; Ha et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2022). Monocultures provide limited food and fail to sustain 

complex food webs, in part because weeds are removed to promote acacia growth, reducing 

habitat diversity.  

While FLR is promoted for climate mitigation (Garrett et al., 2022; Stanturf et al., 2015); 

many studies argued that acacia plantations also store less carbon than native forests (Chazdon 

and Guariguata, 2016; Di Sacco et al., 2021), limiting opportunities for carbon payments. Exotic 

plantations are usually harvested after a relatively short period, reducing carbon accumulation in 

the forest landscape, whereas natural forests continue to store carbon over much longer periods 

(Fagan et al., 2020). A full life analysis would be necessary to assess the status of the full carbon 

cycle associated with different forest types and management regimes. 

5.3.2.2 Climate mitigation and adaption 

In terms of climate mitigation and adaptation, non-native species are generally less resilient 

to extreme weather than native species, consistent with previous studies (Di Sacco et al., 2021; 

Shelton et al., 2024). Respondents reported that both acacia and eucalypt plantations are 

particularly vulnerable to storms and drought due to their shallow root systems, which can lead 

to structural collapse. These species also retain less water, increasing the risk of soil erosion 

during heavy rainfall, and lack the structural complexity and resilience of natural or old-growth 

forests, making them more prone during extreme events, consistent with results reported by 

Griffin et al. (2015). Another significant climate-related impact is the rise in pests and fungal 

diseases, which further stress plantation trees and undermine their productivity and ecological 

functions. Collectively, these factors pose serious climatic risks, as extreme weather can reduce 

growth, increase mortality, and ultimately reduce overall forest cover. 

5.4 Implications for the effectiveness of FLR policies 

This section discusses the implications of these findings, addressing Research Question 4 

‘What are the implications of these findings for the effectiveness of FLR policies and strategies 

in Northern Vietnam?’ The discussion is organised into two main parts: implications for FLR in 

Vietnam and for the wider FLR discourse. 
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5.4.1 Implications for Northern Vietnam  

Northern Vietnam, and the country more broadly, has successfully increased forest cover 

and supported economic development through tree plantations, but challenges remain that need 

to be addressed. As discussed above, there is a need to balance ecological health with social well-

being, including community livelihoods (Erbaugh and Oldekop, 2018; Shelton et al., 2024).  

Overall, the study identified that tree plantations have prioritised a single objective - economic 

development over other ecological considerations to compromises that may affect outcomes.  

Although both international programs such as the Bonn Challenge, and the Vietnamese 

Government’s tree planting and other FLR activities, are framed to promote positive outcomes, 

these approaches often require trade-offs, and their effectiveness may be limited under climate 

change. The mitigation and adaptation potential of FLR depends on factors such as the specific 

activities and methods employed, implementation timeframes, carbon pools, and the assumed use 

of wood products (Kübler and Günter, 2024). Additionally, the relationship between climate 

change and forests is closely interconnected: forests help human adapt to climate change, and 

adaptation measures may also benefit forests. In northern Vietnam, climate change has already 

impacted forests and communities through extreme events like typhoons and droughts, as well as 

through changes in rainfall patterns, temperature, and disease outbreaks. Therefore, climate 

change adaptation outcomes should be prioritised in FLR design and planning. 

Maximising carbon sequestration through FLR requires long time periods, large areas, and 

careful implementation. Such trade-offs may not produce immediate visible benefits, such as 

short-term income, but they can support sustainability for both human and forests. The greatest 

and most enduring forest carbon stocks will be those associated with restoring and maintaining 

protection and protected areas. This emphasises the importance of selecting suitable species for 

FLR, to maximise these climate adaptation benefits and the role of native species as the basis for 

this. Based on agricultural land and forest land categories in Vietnam, strategies for selecting tree 

species and FLR options to reduce climate change impacts are recommended, as summarised in 

Table 5.2 below. 
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According to the summary presented in Table 5.2, this study demonstrates detailed strategies 

based on land categories, including FLR for protection and special-use forests, as well as FLR for 

production forests as below. 

• FLR for protection and special-use forests (national parks, other protected areas) 

Maintaining healthy forests supports the resilience of tree ecosystems and provides essential 

ecological services, such as ensuring water availability for communities, conserving biodiversity, 

and adapting climate change. Therefore, FLR planning must consider both quality and quantity 

for forest. In the case study, establishing forest corridors linking natural forests and plantations 

might be needed to consider. Protection and special-use forests should be effectively conserved 

to serve as corridors between existing and future plantations. Future FLR can use natural 

regeneration to conserve native genetic species at lower costs, while older forests also help store 

carbon and preserve biodiversity. 

Thus, although the use of forest cover continues to play an important indicator, particularly 

in meeting national targets and international commitments, this study demonstrates that the 

Vietnamese Government should more clearly distinguish the value between natural forests and 

plantation forests in the context of climate change. Furthermore, it is essential to consider 

additional indicators that reflect forest quality rather than focusing solely on forest cover. Any 

Land Category 

 

Tree species  FLR options Financial 

Mechanism 

Climate change 

outcome 

Other 

outcomes 

Recommendations 

for future FLR 

program 

Forest land: 

protection and 

special use 

forests 

Native 

species 

Natural 

regeneration 

PES, 

including 

for 

catchment 

and carbon 

services  

Longer term 

carbon stocks; 

improving 

catchment 

properties  

Benefits for 

biodiversity, 

ecotourism, 

traditional 

plant 

products 

Needs much greater 

policy and 

implementation 

emphasis than 

previously  

Forest and 

production 

forests  

 

Native 

and/or exotic 

species 

Monoculture 

and mixed 

species 

plantings, 

including 

plantations  

PES; 

commercial 

investments  

Shorter term 

carbon stocks; may 

be improved by 

including native 

species  

Use of 

native 

species will 

improve 

biodiversity  

Remains important, 

but planted forests 

need to be more 

diverse and resilient  

Agricultural 

land 

 

Native 

and/or exotic 

species, 

including 

multipurpose 

species  

Agroforestry 

compatible 

with 

agricultural 

systems, eg 

green tea, 

jackfruits 

Farmer or 

investor 

Enhanced carbon 

stocks; greater 

resilience of 

landscapes and 

production systems 

Food crop, 

Improved 

productivity 

and 

diversified 

income 

Needs much greater 

policy and 

implementation 

emphasis than 

previously  

Table 5.2 Recommendations for FLR in northern Vietnam based on land categories 
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plans to convert protection and special-use forests into plantations should be carefully evaluated, 

considering the trade-offs between short-term and long-term outcomes to ensure environmental, 

social, and economic sustainability. 

• FLR for production forests  

Acacia plays a crucial role in Vietnam’s economy, with the country ranking fourth globally 

in woodchip exports (Cochard et al., 2020; Tham et al., 2021). This significant contribution to 

economic development makes it challenging to reduce dependence on acacia plantations.  Short 

plantation cycles of around four to seven years prevent the development of mature forest 

characteristics and limit ecosystem services. Although these plantations can be easily replanted, 

their emphasis on productivity rather than ecological restoration results in fluctuating forest cover, 

mitigating climate change and biodiversity loss (Fagan et al., 2020). 

There is a need to direct research and development (R&D) efforts toward practical and 

impact-oriented solutions, particularly in promoting sustainable acacia wood supply; improving 

pest and disease management; and developing alternative livelihoods for communities. This thesis 

suggests four pathways outlined below to help make tree plantation and other FLR options more 

sustainable for both short-term and long-term vision. 

1. Sustainable acacia wood supply 

Increasing investment in yield gap assessments, supported by adaptive research, can enhance 

productivity in both the short and medium term. Building local labour capacity is also vital for 

sustaining productivity. In addition, research on certification schemes such as the Forest 

Stewardship Council (FSC) and greater community engagement, including the participation of 

disadvantaged groups, could support the adoption of sustainable management practices (FAO, 

2024). In sum, promoting certification and sustainable supply chains may therefore be a national 

priority in coming years. 

2. Pest and disease management 

Managing pests and diseases in environmentally acceptable ways needs to be prioritised in 

R&D. There has been little evaluation of harvesting systems and their biophysical outcomes in 

plantation forests (Nambiar, 2021) particularly in terms of quantitative assessments of soil – 

nutrient - water relationships and their links to pest and disease incidence and productivity.  

Harvesting practices should align with site-specific biophysical conditions to minimise soil 

disturbance. Beyond short-term income goals, extending rotation lengths and incorporating 

mixed-species plantings, including native trees, can improve soil quality and reduce pest and 

disease risks. In addition, raising awareness and providing training for villagers on sustainable 

management practices are also essential for long-term acacia plantation. 
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3. Diversifying income and livelihoods for building community resilience 

In the context of climate change, diversifying livelihoods provides an important pathway to 

strengthen community resilience rather than relying primarily for income on acacia plantations 

Moreover, having several immediate income sources may encourage communities to adopt more 

sustainable plantation practices, including longer acacia rotation cycles. First, developing long-

term funding models that deliver both environmental and social outcomes could provide scalable 

approaches for sustainable FLR. Financial mechanisms such as PFES, REDD+, and carbon 

credits should be strengthened, as this study finds funding from tree planning in protected areas 

is insufficient to fully engage local communities. New schemes should actively include vulnerable 

groups and ensure equitable benefit-sharing. Second, research on other FLR options such as such 

as agroforestry model, could support multiple outcomes for community in terms of annual food 

crops, improving soil health, and sequestering carbon. 

4. Towards a long-term transition from acacia to Vietnamese native tree species  

In this context, prioritising FLR outcomes that enhance climate adaptation and mitigation is 

essential. Future research should explore transitioning to species that meet timber demand while 

offering better ecosystem services and climate resilience than acacia. Greater promotion of native 

species, including medicinal and high-value trees, is needed to enhance both ecological and 

livelihood outcomes (Zimmer et al., 2022). Future research should prioritise Vietnamese native 

trees that are better adapted to local conditions, conserve genetic diversity, resist pests and 

diseases, and contribute to biodiversity restoration. Building a research value chain to support the 

development of markets for native tree species will be essential. Further, partnerships with private 

sectors and international donors, which have supported reforestation for decades, can play a key 

role in scaling up these initiatives. 

5.4.2 Implications for the wider FLR discourse.  

First, FLR has been widely promoted through international commitments as noted in 

literature review. However, these global targets continue to emphasise the quantity of restoration 

such as the number of trees planted or total area restored over the quality of outcomes. However, 

greater attention is needed to promote integrate socio-cultural and human considerations 

alongside ecological indicators. There is a need for clearer guidelines and quality target from 

international commitments, as the lack of detailed direction on what constitutes ‘quality’ FLR 

activities has led to differing interpretations among countries regarding what FLR is, who it is 

for, and how it should be implemented. This has encouraged top-down approaches that prioritise 

tree cover expansion, as seen in the case study, where the focus has shifted from long-term 

ecological success to short-term achievements (Duguma et al., 2020; Fleischman et al., 2020).  

Thus, context matters deeply in FLR implementation at the local level. Although FLR aims 

to balance ecological restoration with livelihood improvement through multifunctional design, 
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the relative emphasis varies by setting. As Katila et al. (2024) noted, in low-income contexts, 

livelihoods and food security often take priority over ecological goals, making the design of 

multifunctional FLR both critical and challenging. Therefore, trade-offs and synergies in FLR 

activities should be explicitly recognised before implementation to ensure that interventions align 

with local needs while balancing multiple objectives. Effective and sustainable FLR requires 

participatory planning, stakeholder capacity-building, and context-specific approaches. The 

selection of FLR interventions must consider local ecological conditions, community priorities, 

timing, and long-term objectives. FLR should be viewed as a dynamic, process-oriented strategy 

rather than a one-off project, requiring resilience, adaptive management, and continuous learning 

to achieve durable outcomes. In this context, research, learning and demonstration centres, such 

as the TUAF Climate Learning Centre, can make critical contributions to the understanding, 

evolution and implementation of locally-appropriate and resilient FLR.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusions 

Overview 

Forest Landscape Restoration (FLR) is an approach to achieving multiple goals that are 

essential for improving local well-being, addressing forest loss, and mitigating climate change, 

especially in countries of the Global South where people depend heavily on forest resources. 

Vietnam has experienced extensive deforestation and forest degradation over many decades, 

leaving it highly exposed to the effects of climate change, including extreme weather events. To 

address these challenges, the country has implemented key policies aimed at advancing FLR, 

primarily through tree plantation projects. However, there is limited empirical research in 

Vietnam that examines the social impacts of these tree plantations, the benefits of these programs, 

and how policies are implemented in practice to achieve FLR goals through tree planting 

initiatives. 

Understanding the social impacts of FLR programs is a crucial step toward ensuring that 

FLR activities achieve outcomes that balance both social and ecological sustainability in the face 

of climate change. Accordingly, this study aimed to contribute to ongoing efforts and the existing 

literature by examining how FLR policies are interpreted and implemented in practice in Vietnam. 

It explored community perspectives based on wealth ranking, gender, and generational 

differences, and investigates the livelihood impacts of these tree plantations. This study adopts an 

analytical framework adapted from Chazdon and Brancalion (2019) which has proven useful for 

understanding the complexity, trade-offs, and logical elements of FLR. A case study in Thai 

Nguyen Province, located in northern Vietnam, was selected to address these research questions, 

which are: 

1. What is the policy framework for FLR in Northern Vietnam, and how is it being translated 

into practice? 

2. What are community perspectives on FLR in Northern Vietnam? 

3. What are the likely livelihood impacts of FLR on local communities in Northern Vietnam? 

4. What are the implications of these findings for the effectiveness of FLR policies and 

strategies in Northern Vietnam? 

Key findings 

The findings reveal that the Vietnamese Government has implemented a series of policies 

that strongly promote tree plantations over other FLR options. This policy direction has 

contributed to a marked increase in tree cover compared to the period before the 1990s. However, 

the implementation process faces several challenges. These include an emphasis on the quantity 

rather than the quality of forest, a lack of transparency in land tenure arrangements, and limited 

community participation in decision-making related to tree plantations. 
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 While exotic tree plantations have provided economic benefits for communities and the 

national economy, and represent a technically attractive solution for rapid reforestation, they also 

present notable challenges. Vulnerable groups, particularly poorer households, women, and 

young people, face disadvantages because they possess less forest land and fewer assets to invest 

in tree plantations, and are more exposed to negative impact of extreme weather. Moreover, the 

plantation monocultures face increasing challenges such as pest and disease outbreaks and 

declining soil fertility, which together lead to reduced productivity. 

The study demonstrates that FLR should be viewed as a multidimensional and complex, 

consistent with the conceptual model presented by Chazdon and Brancalion (2019); it involves 

various interacting elements that produce diverse outcomes and benefits. Although FLR is often 

promoted as a universal solution for achieving multiple goals, this study shows that outcomes 

depend heavily on context and objectives. Different FLR approaches and contexts generate 

different ecological, social, and economic results. Understanding these complexities, trade-offs, 

and synergies is crucial for policymakers to design more effective and adaptive FLR interventions 

that balance short-term and long-term benefits. 

In this case, the study clearly illustrates the trade-offs between the main FLR elements during 

the transition from natural forests to acacia plantations. While acacia plantations provide greater 

economic benefits, they support less biodiversity, provide fewer ecosystem services, and are less 

resilient to climate change compared to natural forests. Importantly, without careful consideration 

of social impacts and environmental outcomes, tree plantations and other FLR initiatives may fail 

to achieve the long-term objectives of ecosystem restoration.  

From a broader policy perspective, these findings have several important implications. 

First, for forest and biodiversity management, the study suggests strengthening Research and 

Development (R&D) to ensure a sustainable supply of acacia wood and to improve sustainable 

management practices. Thus, promoting longer rotation periods could also enhance ecological 

outcomes, although there is a trade-off with vulnerability to typhoons. In this context, the urgency 

of achieving outcomes that support climate change adaptation and mitigation through FLR should 

be prioritised. Consequently, research should explore the potential for transitioning to other 

species that meet timber demand while providing better ecosystem services and greater climate 

resilience than acacia. In particular, native Vietnamese species, including medicinal and high-

value trees, show strong potential to meet multiple FLR goals, as they are well adapted to local 

conditions, conserve genetic diversity, resist pests and diseases, and support biodiversity 

restoration. A related research issue is the extent to which these native species will maintain their 

resilience in the face of climate change. 

Second, to enhance community resilience, the study demonstrates the importance of 

diversifying income and livelihoods rather than relying primarily for income on acacia 
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plantations. This approach will help strengthen households and community resilience in the face 

of climate change. Agroforestry systems, for example, represent a promising prospect by 

providing food crops, improving soil health, and sequestering carbon, and should therefore be 

considered in future initiatives.  

Finally, the study emphasises the need for stronger financial mechanisms to support both 

forest restoration and community well-being. Payment for environmental services mechanisms 

such as PFES, REDD+, and other carbon credit schemes should be expanded and better 

implemented to ensure that FLR activities are both environmentally sustainable and socially 

equitable. 

This study was conducted in partnership with the TUAF Climate Learning Centre, which 

was established to contribute to Vietnam’s target of achieving net zero emissions and climate 

resilience by 2050. It is evident from these results that the TUAF Climate Learning Centre, and 

other similar initiatives, have an important role to play in strengthening community awareness, 

facilitating knowledge exchange between researchers and farmers on tree plantation and FLR 

options, and supporting good sustainable practices for climate change adaptation in northern 

Vietnam. 

Addressing limitations  

This research was constrained by the time and resources available within a 9-month period. 

Gaining a comprehensive understanding of all elements in the analytical framework would have 

required additional time to provide a more complete picture of the impacts of tree plantation 

projects. For example, this study did not include an examination of enabling conditions such as 

the value chain effect on acacia plantations. The analysis of the five livelihood capitals was also 

not explored in depth, although it is essential for understanding how to empower individual 

households and strengthen community resilience. These aspects should be examined in greater 

detail in future research.  

Although this study aimed to explore perspectives of younger generation regarding the 

benefits and challenges of tree plantations and other FLR options, the participation of young 

people in both interviews and FGDs was limited. This limited the representation of their 

viewpoints, primarily because many young people temporarily migrate for work and have limited 

availability in their villages during the research period. Further research consists more diversity 

young groups in both male and female to promote their decision making in FLR activities. 

In conclusion  

By incorporating a local perspective, this study offers a critical examination of the 

assumptions and approaches underlying forest restoration efforts in Vietnam, particularly those 

focused on tree plantations. In light of the urgent need to address climate change, it is important 

to recognise and balance both the social and ecological dimensions of FLR activities. Achieving 

this balance requires integrated and adaptive management strategies that promote policies 
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supporting a more comprehensive view of human well-being and environmental outcomes, 

ensuring the long-term outcomes of FLR rather than only short-term gains. 
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Appendix 1: Field trip photos 

 

Photo 1. Typical landscape in the study area: green tea planted on lowlands and acacia planted on high slopes. 

 

 

Photo 2. A villager tried planting medicinal plants mixed with fruit trees (e.g., banana) as multipurpose trees to provide 
potential income, support livelihoods, restore ecological functions and protect traditional medical 

plants, intending to gradually replace acacia. 
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Photo 3. The author interviewing a young farmer who showed his maize field; his parents’ old forest land was claimed 

for the establishment of Tam Dao National Park. (Credit: Luu Thuong Huyen – TUAF CLC) 

 

 

Photo 4. The author visited acacia plantations with an interviewee. (Credit: Luu Thuong Huyen - TUAF CLC) 
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Photo 5. Farmers’ preference for shorter acacia rotations. To prepare the site, they remove all other vegetation and 
grasses, burn the remaining biomass after harvesting, and plant new acacia immediately. 

 

 

Photo 6. The establishment of several woodchip factories in each village was highlighted as a key enabler for the local 

acacia value chain. 
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Appendix 2: List of indicative questions 

 

 

Indicative questions for participants 
 (To be translated into Vietnamese) 

 
 

Project name: Translating Forest Landscape Restoration (FLR) into practice  

in the context of climate change: a case study in Northern of Vietnam 

Yen Le - M Environment (Advanced) candidate (U7843663) 

Fenner School of Environment & Society, Australian National University  

 

1. For Government Officials – Interview Guide 

Policy Framework for FLR 

• Can you describe the types of activities implemented in this area to support forest 
restoration? 

• Which policies have been introduced to support these activities, and why did the 
government decide to implement Forest Landscape Restoration (FLR) activities? 

• What is the role of your office in supporting these programs? 

FLR Practices 

• Can you explain how forest cover and forest clearance have changed over the past 30 years? 
• How do these forest restoration programs aim to support forest management, mitigate 

climate change, and enhance social well-being? 
• What is the main process for involving local community participation and other stakeholders 

in these programs? 
• What challenges and opportunities have arisen in relation to these FLR programs, especially 

for communities, including women and disadvantaged groups? 
• How are partnerships between local communities, NGOs, and government institutions 

established in these programs? How could these partnerships be improved? 

FLR Outcomes and Benefits 

• What outcomes do FLR activities/ policies in this area aim to achieve?  What are the main 
drivers behind the outcomes of these FLR initiatives? 

• What are the key benefits of FLR activities for communities, ecosystems, and climate 
resilience? 

Future Plans 

• Are there any ongoing initiatives or future plans to continue supporting forest restoration 
activities in your province? 

• From your perspective, what actions should be taken to improve or adjust FLR activities to 
achieve better outcomes for climate change mitigation and social well-being? 
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2. For Local Researchers / Local NGO Staff  

Policy Framework for FLR 

• Can you describe the types of activities implemented in this area to support forest 
restoration? 

• In your view, why has the government implemented these restoration programs, and what 
principles are they based on? 

• What is the role of your organisation or project, and how do you support these government-
led programs? 

FLR Practices 

• How are these government-implemented activities carried out in practice? 
• What are the main mechanisms for involving diverse stakeholders and local communities? 
• From your observations, what changes have occurred since the implementation of these 

restoration programs? 
• How have these changes contributed to improving forest management, mitigating climate 

change, and enhancing social well-being? 
• What challenges and opportunities have you observed in relation to these FLR programs, 

especially for communities, including women and disadvantaged groups? 
• How would you describe the partnerships between local communities, NGOs, and 

government institutions in these programs? How could these partnerships be improved? 

FLR Outcomes and Benefits 

• What are community perspectives on these FLR programs, and what do you see as the main 
outcomes of these programs in the context of climate change? 

• What are the main drivers behind the success (or lack thereof) of these FLR initiatives? 

Future Plans 

• From your perspective, what actions or policies should be taken to improve or adjust FLR 
activities to achieve better outcomes for climate change mitigation, forest management, and 
social well-being? 

3. For Focus Group Discussions 

Forest changes and clearance 

• Can you explain how forest cover and forest clearance have changed over the past 30 years? 
• What kinds of activities have you or the government implemented to positively contribute to 

forest management? 

Community livelihoods and other benefits related to forest Restoration activities 

• What are the main seasonal activities in this village? 
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• What types of forest and agricultural land exist in the village? 
• Can you describe the kinds of activities you carry out on this land, and why you do them? 

If villagers mention FLR activities, the following questions will be asked in that context: 
• Among the activities you mentioned, which ones are supported by the government? Do you 

know why the government is promoting these programs? 
• Regarding income, what are the village’s most important forest and environmental products 

or income sources from these lands? 
• How do you make decisions to participate in these FLR programs? 
• What challenges and opportunities have you experienced related to FLR activities? How do 

you cope with these challenges? 
• Besides income, what are the main benefits of participating in FLR programs? 

Perceptions of forest management and climate change 

• In the past year, has your household been severely affected by any extreme events such as 
droughts, floods, or crop diseases? 

o If yes, did your household collect or use any forest products to help recover from 
these impacts? 

• In your opinion, how have FLR activities helped to mitigate these events? 

• In the near future, do you plan to change how you implement forest restoration activities to 
better cope with climate change and support local well-being? How can local government 
and other stakeholders support you in achieving these goals? 

4. For individual Interviews (Semi-Structured Interviews) 

Forest changes and clearance 

• Can you explain how forest cover and forest clearance have changed over the past 30 years? 
• What kinds of activities have you or the government implemented to positively contribute to 

forest management? 

Household Profile – livelihoods and other benefits related to forest restoration activities 

• What have been your household’s most important forest and environmental products or 
income sources? 

o If so, what are they? 
• What types of land provide forest and environmental resources for your family? What 

activities do you engage in on these lands? 
If the interviewee mentions FLR activities, the following questions will be asked in that 
context: 

• How did you initiate these activities? Are any of them supported by the government? Why 
do you think the local government wants to implement these programs? 

• How does your family make decisions to get involved in forest restoration programs? How 
have these activities affected your household? How do you deal with challenges? 

• Have you or other community members received any support from the government or NGOs 
to implement these activities? What do you think about that support? 

• How do you view the role of government and NGOs in ensuring the success of these 
programs? 
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• How have forest restoration programs helped improve your knowledge, skills, food security, 
income, or cost of living? Have they brought any broader community benefits such as 
improved roads, infrastructure, or health services? 

 

Perceptions of forest management and climate change 

• In the past year, has your household been severely affected by any extreme events such as 
droughts, floods, or crop diseases? 

o If yes, did your household collect or use any forest products to help recover from 
these impacts? 

• In your opinion, have FLR activities helped to mitigate these events? 

Future plans 

• What FLR activities would you undertake in the future? – and why?  
• How can local government and other stakeholders support you in achieving these goals? 
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Appendix 3: Participant Information Sheet 
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Appendix 4: Consent forms 

(All consent forms were provided in the Vietnamese language version for participation) 
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