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The research examined the implementation of the forest devolution policy and investigated its impacts on local forest
management and livelihood. The field survey was conducted in Thua Thien Hue province belonging to the North Central Coast
region of Vietnam. A first look was given to customary elements, such as indigenous governance system and customary laws, of
ethnic minorities in relation with forest management in order to understand the local forest management before the forestland
devolution. Results show that ethnic minorities have begun to govern forests in accordance with their customary systems since time
immemorial and this forest governance harmonized forest utilization and forest protection. For approximate three decades, until the
1980s, these customary elements underwent the state-centred forest management in which people were excluded from the forest and
no attention was paid to customary elements. Moreover, after 1970, they were distorted by the expansion of the state administration
system and the resettlement by the government, and then have been affected by the population growth and the market development.
However, the customary elements have existed and influenced local forest management.

Since the 1990s, the forestland devolution has been promoted in which forest and forestland were mainly allocated to village
communities and individual households respectively. Despite of the persistence of customary elements, the implementation of forest
allocation to village communities made no space for the customary forest governance to be integrated with due to its poor approach.
As a result, the new system was not consistent with the existing customary system which had ever been effective in local forest
management, so the village community was unable to sustain this new system and to mobilize people for forest management. In
addition, the regulations for forest protection which were established during the allocation contained legal prescriptions rather than
village rules, and this made the village community unable to bring them into the effect. These facts imply that customary elements
still hold as a determinant to whether success or failure of the forest management. Moreover, the forest allocation paid much attention
to forest protection but little one to forest utilization, and thus it has given a little chance to generate income from forest for local
people. This resulted in people being less interested in and less motive for forest protection.

However, the implementation of forestland allocation to individual households could not ignore but had to recognize
customary elements because people strongly held customary right claim on land. This recognition established the incorporation
between customary and statutory laws, and then both together enhanced the security of land use rights and incited people to put a
long-term investment in land use. This finding implies that customary elements play important role in securing land use rights for
local people. Besides, the forestland allocation encouraged people to maximize land utilization by providing follow-up supports such
as technical assistance and input materials. This encouragement, when combined the security of land use rights, promoted people to
convert the land into economically effective use. Although this conversion has generated large income to many households and
significantly contributed to poverty reduction, it has caused serious threats to environment and livelihood in the long-term. It is

suggested that livelihood outcomes from the forestland devolution are still distant from the sustainable livelihood.
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