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ABSTRACT
Global marine conservation targets have driven the increase in marine protected area (MPA)
programs in recent decades, and international donors and environmental non-government
organisations have promoted their expansion to the developing world. Conflicts can result
between MPAs and local livelihoods and local resource governance systems, and new
livelihoods and resource governance systems introduced through MPA projects. The
alternative livelihoods proposed to offset conflicts occur as MPAs and local livelihoods are
often based around the assumption that local people are willing and able to give up their
existing fishing livelihoods, despite the reality that the “alternative livelihoods” are often not
sufficient to replace existing livelihoods The literature on MPA practice often fails to
adequately reflect what occurs in practice around livelihoods change, or to propose ways to
work within existing livelihoods constraints. Thus a gap exists between results reported from
MPA projects and what occurs on the ground through MPA implementation. A social
research lens is needed to examine what occurs “behind the beautiful curtain” of MPA
reporting at the local, regional and national level.
The research presented in this thesis investigates what happens in the implementation of
co-management and MPAs as model approaches, how they have been translated to and
within the context of Vietnam, and how fishing-based livelihoods are transformed through
these processes. The thesis considers “aquarian transitions” in the coastal zone around
processes of regulatory, environmental and livelihoods change associated with agrarian
change analysis. Aquarian transition re-frames these processes to the specificities of the
aquatic context and to the rural coastal landscape of the MPA. The research questions
addressed through this thesis are:

•

What are the socio-political influences on MPA management and how do these
affect the achievement of biodiversity conservation and sustainable resource
management objectives? How do the institutions of MPA development play out at
different scales, from the local to the national? What is the influence of different
government, non-government and international actors at these different scales?

•

How does co-management of aquatic natural resources work in Vietnam given its
centralized, authoritarian mode of government and the flow-on effects of this on
natural resource governance? How are universalistic co-management practices

xii

developed and promoted by international actors from the west/global north
translated within the context of Vietnam?
•

How do MPAs in Vietnam affect and address existing livelihoods of local people
within and around the protected area? Are alternative livelihoods programs
successful or adequate? Do they replace or only supplement existing livelihoods?
What assumptions are evident within livelihood programs about local people’s
adaptation to livelihood change in the face of restricted access?

Multi-sited and multi-scaled ethnography was used in the research to address research
questions around livelihoods, co-management, and the institutions of MPA development.
This thesis forms an ethnography of development institutions examining both MPA policy
and practice in Vietnam.

The research was implemented in Vietnam over 18 months from January 2006 to December
2007, with follow up field work undertaken in mid-2010. The data collected was qualitative,
and based on observation and participation in activities with each case study under
investigation. Case studies of several kinds were investigated – one NGO-focused case study
following one of that NGO’s projects as well as their overall development approach to MPAs
(Trao Reef Marine Reserve, with MCD – the Center for Marinelife Conservation and
Community Development), one conventional site-based case study of an MPA and its local
and regional context (Cu Lao Cham MPA); and one policy development case study of the
national livelihoods strategy for the LMPA (Livelihoods support for Marine Protected Areas)
program within the national Ministry of Fisheries. The strategy captured the lessons learned
in livelihoods management at all MPAs in Vietnam to that time, and implementation of the
strategy reflected the debate around livelihoods practice evident during 2007.
I conducted participant observation during training activities at regional case study sites, as
well as at sites of policy development in Hanoi and with a range of actors. In the capital my
research activities were involved with national government ministries, a case study
Vietnamese NGO, and with IUCN who hosted my research in Vietnam through provision of
office facilities. In regional locations, participant observation was focussed around the two
principal case studies and involved regional training activities for MPA managers, provincial
meetings focussed on MPA management, management plan development workshops, as
well as training events held with local people by MPA management. The multi-sited nature
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of this ethnography enabled the study of policy formulation as well as implementation, and
the translation processes occurring between the different actors at these sites and scales.

Community-based approaches to MPA management mobilised much greater participation
and connection to marine conservation than more traditional government MPA
management. The cost of these approaches was the length of time needed to implement
them, the limited geographic impact they had on the ground, and the lack of respect for
these approaches demonstrated by government representatives. Operation outside of the
government context in Vietnam had costs and benefits, in that MCD’s approaches to MPA
management were not valued by government, but were valued by international donors who
wanted to fund grassroots projects without the hindrance of central and provincial
government bureaucracy. Provincial government’s attempts to implement co-management
were much more top down, and resulted in participation in MPA activities at the local level
without connection to the power structures operating at the regional level above. Past and
current MPA practice during this research demonstrated that provincial government
struggled with the horizontal connections required to develop collaborative management
arrangements across this level of government.
Efforts at MPA enforcement in Vietnam were hampered by a “perfect storm” of noncompliance caused by the effectively open access nature of coastal resources, large numbers
of coastal populations and their livelihood needs, and absence of livelihood alternatives.
These results are relevant outside of the context of Vietnam as other countries experiencing
similar population pressures in coastal zones and fishing livelihood dependence of coastal
communities are likely to face similar limitations on the success of enforcement. The fact
that alternative livelihoods do not easily work as alternatives needs to be better explored by
the literature on MPA practice, as the promotion of the alternative concept can create false
expectations about what it can deliver on the ground. MPA projects will have much greater
chance of success if they start with more realistic goals around livelihood diversification at
the outset.
The research demonstrates how international models are often poorly adapted to fit the
local context they are introduced to. In the case of alternative livelihoods implementation
or territorialised regulation around subsistence livelihoods, they can be weak in theory from
the outset. These model approaches are shown not to work in the local context. The local
scale demonstrates the outcome of translation of policy approaches from the international
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scale and through the national and regional scales of influence, where different actors and
processes affect the policy’s form and outcome.

What occurs at the local level is a

consequence of these processes of translation and adaptation to the local. The multi-sited
and multi-scaled ethnography of development institutions enables these processes to be
revealed, and highlights how MPA projects can appear as islands of project activity in a sea
of socio-political complexity.
The thesis contributes to the literature on livelihood management in the coastal zone,
paying specific attention to alternative livelihoods interventions. It also contributes to the
literature on both MPA and fisheries management practice. The findings in these areas will
have relevance to any case where livelihood substitution is being considered beyond the
focal points of MPAs and Vietnam. It contributes an important critical focus to the use of
model approaches to natural resource management, and the role that international donors
play in forcing the implementation of these approaches in developing countries. It also
contributes to the methodological literature as an example of ethnography of development
institutions, of how experience-from-practice may contribute to the greater literature by
documenting the experiences and key lessons from development practice.

The coast of Khanh Hoa province, near MCD project site
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CHAPTER 1
SMALL SCALE FISHERIES, MARINE PROTECTED AREAS
AND CO-MANAGEMENT

Ethnography of MPA Policy and Practice
This thesis is based on research conducted in Vietnam between January 2006 and June 2010
on natural resource management (NRM) interventions around marine protected areas
(MPAs). It seeks to investigate the conflicts evident in the way that co-management and
MPAs operate in the context of Vietnam. Co-management and MPAs are model approaches
to aquatic resource management that are largely conceptualized and theorized in western
contexts and then exported to developing countries through the agendas of international
donors and non-government organisations. While these actions may be well-intentioned and
the rationale for the use of these approaches sound, the success of their on-ground
implementation is highly dependent on local context that is not always sufficiently
addressed in the haste to import and implement “global best practice approaches”. This
research seeks to investigate how these approaches are translated to the local context of
Vietnam, at multiple sites and scales.

Global calls for improved fisheries management and increased marine conservation efforts
are driving the implementation of improved aquatic resource management in the
developing world. According to the FAO (2009), 80% of the world’s fish stocks for which
assessment information is available are fully exploited or overexploited, and the maximum
wild capture fisheries potential from the world’s oceans has probably already been reached
(p. 25). Catches of the most sought after marine fish species have been in decline since 1988,
and further declines in capture fisheries production are being slowed by fishing harder and
by targeting smaller and less-valuable species (World Bank, 2004, p. 10). According to Defeo
et al. (2007), the factors that have led to the global fisheries decline are biological, social,
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political, and cultural in nature, but fisheries science has focussed primarily on the
biophysical aspects and less on the societal aspects of resource management (p.15). They
suggest that management success in the form of increased catches or reversing declines
require “innovative and proactive ways to manage fisheries that are socially acceptable”
(ibid). Collaborative forms of resource management such as co-management are seen to be
one potential solution to the fisheries crisis1.

MPAs are inextricably linked to fisheries management as the success of the latter influences
the need for, and success of, the former. The drive for MPA systems arose out of the
perceived need for equivalent conservation systems in the marine environment in line with
what has been achieved on land through terrestrial protected areas. In recent times, the call
for marine conservation has increased in response to increased threats from human
activities, particularly in the developing world: according to the World Bank (2004), 88
percent of the coral reefs in Southeast Asia are estimated to be at risk from human damage,
particularly due to overfishing. In the pursuit of conservation targets, MPAs inevitably collide
with fisheries management. In the past however, MPA managers and fisheries scientists
have operated in separate silos of management jurisdiction, and have not traditionally
collaborated on joint management goals. Some fisheries scientists now recognise the need
for stock rebuilding using a combination of effort reduction and conservation techniques
(Pauly et al., 2002), however the success of such techniques is also recognised as contextdependent, and appropriate techniques should be determined in reference to such local
context (Worm et al., 2009). Thus the call for socially acceptable and locally relevant
management approaches is increasingly recognised by fisheries scientists, but not all of the
learning from the fisheries management experience has informed MPA practice. This thesis
investigates what happens at the intersection of co-management and MPAs as model
approaches, how they have been translated to and within the context of Vietnam, and how
fishing-based livelihoods are transformed through these processes.

Aquarian Transitions
This research was situated within the broader focal area of “agrarian transitions” as it
received funding at an early stage from the ChATSEA (Challenges of the Agrarian Transition
in Southeast Asia) project supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council
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The terms collaborative management and co-management are used interchangeably in this chapter, and are
further elaborated in chapter 2.
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of the Canadian government and implemented by an international team of researchers. The
ChATSEA project revisited the agrarian transition in SE Asia through examination of new
influences and trends on agrarian change in the region. The ChATSEA project defined
agrarian transition as “…the transformation of societies from primarily non-urban
populations dependent on agricultural production and organized through rural social
structures, to predominantly urbanized, industrialized and market-based societies” (Oh,
2010). Six processes of changes were identified as central to this transition: agricultural
intensification and territorial expansion; increasing integration of production into marketbased systems of exchange; accelerated processes of urbanization and industrialization;
heightened mobility of populations both within and across national borders; intensification
of regulation, as new forms of private, state and supra-state power are developed are
formalized to govern agricultural production and exchange relationships; and processes of
environmental change that modify the relationship between society and nature to reflect
new human impacts and new valuations of resources (ibid.).

The ChATSEA research themes of regulation and environmental change had resonance with
the subject of study of this research, as both MPAs and co-management represented new
trends in natural resource management in the SE Asian region that required new forms of
regulation to be developed and implemented. The ChATSEA focus on regulation took a
specific interest in how people’s livelihoods were remade through the way that new or
intensified regulation changed or codified access to resources, and in examining which
livelihood practices were normalized and encouraged, and which were marginalized or
criminalized (ChATSEA, 2005). The project’s renewed interest in environmental change was
predicated on the fact that “environment” is bound in processes of rural change that were
largely neglected or absent from previous studies of agrarian transition, because resource
conflicts are often inseparable from agrarian conflicts on one hand, and environmental
conflicts on the other, and because of the association of environmental transitions with
societal and ecological change occurring through processes of development (ibid.).

Within this research the focus of agrarian transitions was shifted seaward to consider
“aquarian transitions” occurring in the coastal zone. The themes of livelihoods and
regulation around environmental change are integral to examination of agrarian change, and
within this thesis the agrarian transition lens is broadened beyond its traditional land-based
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focus through the study of aquarian change. In this context, aquarian transition is used as
an analogue of agrarian transition as described by Fougeres (2008) as follows
...processes of capitalist development in both fishing and aquaculture are analogous
but not reducible to those in agriculture, because these two industries are
biogeochemically and biophysically based in water rather than in land. This basis in
water affects uncertainty and risk…as well as enclosure and state intervention in
specific ways, and these nature-based differences…merit the theoretical recognition
of distinctly aquarian questions of capitalism and transition.
(Fougeres, 2008, pp. 162-163).

The same processes of change operate in an aquatic context as in an agrarian landscape –
processes of regulatory, environmental and livelihoods change. The lenses of agrarian
analysis and their interactions with access to resources, can be applied to the rural coastal
landscape of the MPA to shed light on how such natural resource management practices
affect the local context. The lenses of regulatory and environmental change are used to
examine the livelihoods impacts of marine protected area (MPA) interventions. The study of
regulation takes into account the use of co-management approaches as often comanagement exists in conjunction with, or in the absence of, appropriate supporting
regulations. Examination of these factors is critical to evaluation of an MPA’s success as poor
fit of regulation with local people’s livelihood needs can make the MPA difficult to enforce,
and thus become potentially ineffective in meeting its biodiversity conservation goals.
Similarly, livelihoods assistance programs that do not fit the local context can result in loss of
local benefit from and support for the MPA. This study looks at MPAs as an example of
regulatory approaches to use of coastal resources, in terms of their implications for
livelihood change, both through the constraints they put on pre-existing livelihoods like
small scale fisheries, and through the livelihood initiatives they bring with them.

Marine Protected Areas and Conservation Targets
MPAs are generally defined by the following CBD (Convention on Biological Diversity)
definition (COP 7 (Conference of the Parties), Decision VII/5, 2004):
“Marine and coastal protected area” means any defined area within or adjacent to
the marine environment, together with its overlying waters and associated flora,
fauna and historical and cultural features, which has been reserved by legislation or
other effective means, including custom, with the effect that its marine and/or
coastal biodiversity enjoys a higher level of protection than its surroundings.
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The global expansion of MPA projects and programs has increased over the last decade with
increasing commitment to achievement of marine biodiversity conservation targets. The
2002 Plan of Implementation of the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD)
committed to establishing a representative global network of marine protected areas by
2012 (Wood et al., 2008). Goals for the achievement of increased marine biodiversity
conservation have been reiterated and expanded upon at global conservation policy forums
since, including the Vth IUCN World Parks Congress (Durban) in 2003, the CBD COP 7
meeting (Kuala Lumpur) 2004, the IUCN World Conservation Congress (Barcelona) in 2008,
and the World Congress of Marine Biodiversity (Valencia) 2008. This commitment to
international implementation of MPA expansion was reaffirmed in October 2010, when the
Convention on Biological Diversity’s Conference of the Parties agreed to the implementation
of a 10% target for conservation of coastal and marine areas by 2020 (Convention on
Biological Diversity, 2010). These international conservation fora seek agreement on
implementation of biodiversity conservation from the global to the national levels, which
often occurs through donor commitments between developed and developing countries,
with input from conservation-focused international non-government organizations (INGOs).

MPAs and Fisheries Management
MPAs are the response to a global call for improved conservation of marine ecosystems, the
development of an “ocean ethic” that goes hand-in-hand with advancing marine
conservation and no-take marine reserves (Sobel & Dalgren, 2004, p. 27). MPA practice is
currently situated within the realm of marine conservation, and has traditionally operated
remotely from fisheries management. However MPA development is intimately connected
to fisheries management as it is driven by marine resource management targets to reduce
impacts on marine resources from human activities including fishing. According to Pauly et
al. (2002), reported world fisheries landings have been declining slowly since the late 1980’s,
by 0.7 million tonnes per year (p. 691). Worm et al. (2009) state that 63% of assessed fish
stocks worldwide require rebuilding, and even lower exploitation rates are needed to
reverse the collapse of vulnerable species. Fisheries scientists are responding to global
fisheries declines with proposals for multi-objective and multi-tooled approaches. Pauly et
al. (2002) suggest that a rebuilding of marine systems is needed, and foresee a practical
restoration ecology for the oceans that can take place alongside the extraction of marine
resources for human food (p. 693). Worm et al. (2009) suggest the combination of fisheries
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and conservation objectives by merging diverse management actions, including catch
restrictions, gear modification, and closed areas (p. 578).

Worm et al. (2009) identify community management as another useful management
approach to be considered in the fisheries rebuilding toolkit. They note that “Conventional
management tools used for industrial fisheries are generally unenforceable in small-scale
fisheries when implemented in a top-down manner”, and that in such contexts “more
successful forms of governance have involved local communities in a co-management
arrangement with government or nongovernmental organizations” (p. 582). Comanagement is a shift away from centralised, top-down forms of management to a strategy
where fisheries managers and fishers jointly manage the resource, and “includes a sharing of
governance structures between stakeholders in the resource and institutions of local
collective governance of common property” (Berkes et al., 2001, p. 223). Gutierrez et al.
(2011) go so far as to state that co-management is the only realistic solution for the majority
of the world’s fisheries. Thus both co-management and MPAs are tools that are seen to be
potential solutions to the overfishing crisis, and that become policy models for global
application by international agents seeking to address this issue. These two models come
together in the coastal zone around the focal point of small-scale fisheries – for comanagement, because co-management approaches are seen to be more appropriate to the
small scale fishery context, and for MPAs, because MPAs are often situated around small
scale fishing communities.

MPAs: Biodiversity vs. Livelihoods
MPA sites are typically identified through processes of mapping of key habitats, areas of
ecological importance and threats to marine resources (IUCN World Commission on
Protected Areas, 2008). Proposals for MPA zoning are then developed based upon this
mapping, and only after these processes do human considerations begin to have voice. The
marine biogeographic basis of initial zoning plans aims to achieve adequate representation
of a range of marine biodiversity and improves the ecological viability, connectivity and
resilience of the MPA, however this system makes no allowances for existing human uses of
the same ecosystem. Human use concerns are typically only considered after the biologically
defined boundaries are established. This runs against best practice in protected area zoning
that zoning assessment processes should consider “…important and vulnerable areas for
biodiversity as well as an understanding of human use patterns and needs….”, involving
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“…both biological assessment and socio-economic assessment” (IUCN, nd, p. 4). The
inherent opposition between biodiversity conservation and local people’s livelihoods puts
these values in direct conflict, and inhibits the achievement of compromise between the two
positions.

Terrestrial protected areas have 100 years’ on-ground experience more than MPAs which
evolved relatively recently by comparison, and the protected area literature is full of debates
around the impacts of exclusionary approaches to conservation that have evolved over this
time. Fisher et al. (2008) summarise the critique of protected area practice thus: “in the
process of promoting conservation, conservationists have, to a considerable extent, ignored
its costs to poor people’s livelihoods and the inequitable distribution of these costs” (p.4).
The IUCN World Parks Congress, a 10 yearly event that “provides the major global forum for
setting the agenda for protected areas” (IUCN, 2010), was last held in Durban South Africa in
2003 and captured many of the lessons learned from the terrestrial protected area
movement up to that time. The Durban Action Plan resulting from the Congress noted that
“many protected areas only exist on paper, and lack effective protection and management”
and that “the costs and benefits of maintaining protected areas are not equitably shared. In
particular, local communities often bear most of the costs and receive few of the benefits,
whereas society more widely gains the benefits but bears few of the costs” (Durban Accord
and Action Plan Working Group, 2003, p. 4). The Plan states that “In the past, protected
areas have too often been regarded as ‘islands of protection’ and the surrounding territory
as a ‘sea of devastation’” (ibid., p. 17).

Where exclusionary approaches to biodiversity conservation have succeeded, they have
resulted in significant social cost and conflict, particularly in the tropical developing world
(Lele et al., 2010). These authors note that the most significant problems associated with
protected areas include the alienation of local communities which turns potential
conservation allies into adversaries, leakage of resource use into surrounding areas leading
to greater harvest rates elsewhere, and that exclusionary approaches produce ethical
challenges which call into question the legitimacy of such conservation interventions (ibid, p.
94). They also question whether complete exclusion is necessary for conservation
effectiveness, and whether a pristine state is a meaningful goal given the historical
modification of landscapes.
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While the terrestrial protected area movement has recognized the need to address the
social costs of protected areas due to extensive evidence resulting from past practice, the
MPA movement has remained bound to its biodiversity conservation goals (Christie et al.,
2003, p. 22). Biological justification for this approach is strong: marine scientists claim that
coral reef resilience is strongly dependent on a range of functional groups, and that multiple
use MPAs may therefore be of limited benefit if harvesting undermines the maintenance of
this range of groups (Mora et al., 2006, p. 1751). The degree of human impact on coral reefs
in tropical developing countries from coastal development, pollution and destructive or
intensive fishing activities is also driving the urgency of calls to increase conservation via
MPAs in such contexts. Despite such justifications, there is equal evidence within the
comparatively short duration of MPA practice that strong linkages exist between social and
biological success of MPAs, with social considerations determining long term biological
success (Christie, 2004, p. 1).

Christie et al. (2003) state that biological and social goals associated with MPAs may be
contradictory or unequally appealing to constituency groups, resulting in controversy,
conflict, and sometimes MPA failure. They note that a particular MPA can be a biological
success, resulting in increased fish abundance and diversity and improved habitat, and a
social failure, lacking in broad participation in management, sharing of economic benefits,
and conflict resolution mechanisms, and that this imbalance could result in the evaporation
of short term biological gains unless social issues are addressed.

Agardy et al. (2003)

suggest that “The rush to implement MPAs has set the stage for paradoxical differences of
opinions in the marine conservation community”, and that the “enthusiastic prescription of
simplistic solutions to marine conservation problems risks polarization of interests and
ultimately threatens bona fide progress in marine conservation” (p. 353). Where fisheries
scientists and terrestrial protected area managers recognise the importance of social
dynamics to management and the need to incorporate social factors into management
solutions, MPA assessment has remained dependent on biological indicators alone as
management targets and determinants of success. This is despite the obvious importance of
the surrounding context to what happens within an MPA’s boundaries, as highlighted by
Kareiva (2006) “the controversy surrounds what happens to the total fish catch outside of
marine protected areas, and more importantly what marine protected areas mean to those
who depend on fisheries for their living” (p. 2).
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Where conflicts between MPA zoning and local livelihoods occur, it is common for
alternative livelihood options to be investigated. The potential livelihood impacts of
terrestrial protected areas have been extensively debated for some time, and practices
adapted with recognition of the futility of assuming that conservation can be successful
through significant livelihood restrictions. The provision of alternative livelihoods to address
the livelihood impact of access restrictions caused by protected areas is a legacy of the
integrated conservation and development programs (ICDPs) of recent decades.
Unfortunately the terrestrial experience with livelihood alternatives in ICDPs has had limited
success (Fisher, et al., 2008, p. 9) yet these lessons learned do not seem to have been
translated into the MPA realm along with use of the alternative livelihood concept in the
aquatic context.

The assumption that local livelihoods should change to accommodate the MPA, and flex
even further with the introduction of alternative livelihood activities, is problematic. Firstly it
assumes the willingness of local people to give up the extractive fishing activity that they
were previously engaged in. Several assumptions underlie this: that substitution of existing
extractive livelihood activities with a new income generating opportunity that does not
depend on the resources within a protected area will result in reduced reliance on resources
from within that area, and further, that poor people will not need to get resources from
protected areas if they have increased income (Fisher, 2001).

The recurrent issues with alternative income generation are that they are often not
sufficient to replace the protected area-dependent livelihood activity; they are not viable,
not socially appropriate, and often not wanted as a result. Most importantly, they are often
not an alternative at all, but an additional income generating activity which does not stop
the original extractive activity. Fisher (2001) states that “what is ignored is the possibility
that new sources of income will complement rather than replace income obtained from
protected areas” (p. 84-85). Fisher elaborates that, for alternative forms of income to
replace protected area-derived income, they must be attractive in terms of relative value
and inputs of time and labour, but if they leave sufficient periods of time or seasons when
people can earn supplementary income from a protected area, then local people are likely
to continue to exploit the resources in the protected area (ibid.).
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Livelihood change implemented through MPA interventions can also fail to take into
consideration how broader regional or global forces might shape people’s livelihood choices
in the coastal zone- how they may be aspiring to achieve different quite unrelated goals and
use a suite of livelihood opportunities to achieve these goals, and how these goals might be
in conflict with the objectives of the MPA. Or whether they have the ability to make a
livelihood transfer in the first place, as a range of personal constraints could limit their ability
to take such an opportunity even if they were provided with access to training and credit. It
also denies a very basic and obvious fact – that fishing people make reasonable and stable
livelihoods from fishing, “enough for living” in the words of many of my informants, and that
in the places where they live, there may not be another livelihood option that can provide
them with an equally stable and reliable income.

The livelihoods of coastal people are influenced by the unique aquatic characteristics of their
physical location, as well as the broader socio-economic characteristics associated with the
coastal zone. So far, the literature on MPA practice fails to adequately reflect what occurs in
practice around livelihoods change, or to propose ways to work within existing livelihoods
constraints. Instead, a kind of status quo is perpetuated that continues to recommend
livelihoods replacement, often citing tourism development as a kind of panacea to all MPArelated livelihood issues. The grey literature associated with MPA practice tells the story of
the difficulties associated with livelihoods and MPAs, but often such internal reports are lost
with the passage of time and the end of projects, and their results are not written into the
formal literature of “how to do” MPA manuals that are disseminated in model approaches.

Exploration of these issues touches on a deeper issue at the heart of MPA practice – that
MPAs generally operate in opposition to livelihoods, and that this issue is largely
unaddressed in the literature on MPA practice. The experience in practice reveals a tension
between these two points that tends to go unaddressed in the “how to” instruction manuals
that promote the establishment of MPAs. It has been recognized for some time that MPAs
have the potential to operate in isolation of their surrounding context, and suggested that
MPAs should become regionally networked through more broadly mandated management
initiatives such as integrated coastal zone management (Ehler, 2005). However this
recognition has not been extended to examine how the livelihood implications of MPAs are
inadequately considered through current practice.
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Regulation involving Communities
The physical environment of MPAs is difficult to regulate as the aquatic environment lends
itself to open access. The fluidity of the coastal environment, the complexity of coastal
habitats, and the richness of the natural resources occurring there make these areas
inherently attractive for subsistence or income generating activities. The effectiveness of an
MPA in achieving its biodiversity conservation goals is dependent on the effective restriction
or prohibition of extractive activities such as fishing. Developed countries typically have
more significant budgets for MPA enforcement operations and to fund buy-out of displaced
fishing effort around MPAs than developing countries. Enforcement of regulations governing
aquatic resource use in developing countries is also complicated by the local population’s
high dependence on the use of these resources for subsistence and livelihood needs.

Jentoft et al. (1998) note that “recurrent crises have tarnished the top-down, bureaucratic
and science-based approach to fisheries management”, and that fisheries management
needs to be reinvented through processes that enable the involvement of resource users in
regulatory decision-making, implementation and enforcement (p. 423). McClanahan et al.
(2006) suggest that “in cases where the resources for enforcement are lacking, management
regimes that are designed to meet community goals can achieve greater compliance and
subsequent conservation success than regimes designed primarily for biodiversity
conservation” (p. 1408).

Co-management is defined by Berkes (2009) as the sharing of power and responsibility
between the government and resource users. Co-management is believed to strengthen
fisheries management arrangements as resource users possess knowledge based on their
experience that may benefit fisheries science, and produce more enlightened, effective and
equitable management solutions, and because user participation enhances the legitimacy of
the regulatory regime and thus improves compliance (Jentoft, et al., 1998, p. 423).

Co-management approaches are being linked with MPAs in an attempt to reduce the conflict
with local people, and improve their compliance with marine conservation efforts. Christie
and White (2007b) state that “Co-management, as a compromise between bottom–up (led
by resource users in the strict sense) and centralized management, potentially represents
the best of both models, engaging resource users and government officials in an equitable
and transparent planning process that is formally recognized and sanctioned” (p. 1050).
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These same authors also state that “Ideally, co-management efforts are able to utilize local
knowledge and improve compliance by engaging resource users, while formalizing
management decisions with government support.” (ibid, p.188). An MPA established
through a community-based or co-management framework creates a social contract
between agencies and stakeholders that may empower historically marginalized groups such
as artisanal fishers (ibid, p. 199).

They also note that obstacles may exist to the

implementation of co-management as “national institutions may…feel threatened by comanagement or bottom-up management regimes since they question government authority
to manage resources” (Christie & White, 2007a, p. 190). Nielsen et al. (2004) note that in the
case of fisheries co-management, governments have often employed a limited “instrumental
co-management” approach where they limit community input to involvement in the
implementation process, thereby providing benefit to government as it is able to achieve its
management objectives more efficiently (Nielsen, et al., 2004, p. 154). Thus MPAs using comanagement frameworks may not be implemented to empower local people through
“involvement of citizens in decisions concerning their own livelihood” (ibid.), but be
intended to improve the efficacy of fisheries management and reduce costs to government.

Regulation of Fisheries in Vietnam
It is already recognised that existing fisheries regulations in Vietnam are poorly enforced
(Thang, 2008), which sits uneasily against the reality that MPAs rely on a lot of new
regulations to be able to work. It is a common scenario in Vietnam that fisheries
management regulations reflect best practice, but that some part of the management
system lacks the will to implement them on the ground. Some practitioners assert that there
is poor awareness of existing regulations at the grassroots level; that where there is a “good
legal decision, no-one knows” (key informant from a Vietnamese NGO). Some authors also
reported evidence of fishers justifying non-compliance with fisheries regulations as the
benefit to be gained is greater than the cost of the fines incurred from doing so (Boonstra &
Bach Dang, 2010). In a country with an extensive coastline such as Vietnam where such a
large number of people derive part of their household income from fisheries resources,
implementing MPA-associated regulation is confounded from the outset.

Fisheries co-management approaches are gaining in popularity in Vietnam due to the
ineffectiveness of current conventional fisheries regulations. Co-management of fisheries
and aquatic resources has been trialed for some time but it is now being considered for
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more widespread implementation. New fisheries co-management guidelines for Vietnam
were released in June 2010 which specifically refer to the use of adaptive management, so
adaptive2 and collaborative management methods are now firmly situated within the
government’s aquatic resource management agenda. What is driving the demand for comanagement is the fact that Vietnam’s inshore fisheries are recognised as overfished, and
the national government is seeking ways to reduce inshore fishing effort and associated
conflicts around coastal resource use. Some practitioners have gone so far as to claim that
co-management is “the only way” to solve the problems of overcapacity of inshore fisheries
in Vietnam.

Vietnam has a centrally coordinated socialist government with an authoritarian centralized
bureaucratic structure that controls the provincial and local governments through top down
management processes, which include centrally established economic development targets
that can adversely affect standards of natural resource management at the regional and
local levels. Top down management processes such as those used in Vietnam do not
naturally create the opportunities for evolution of shared learning, joint problem solving and
reflection in learning networks as required for adaptive and collaborative management
(Berkes, 2009). Correspondingly there is an absence of the kind of innovation in
management required for collaborative processes. This increases the popularity of modeltype approaches to management of natural resources, as often the skills and ways of
thinking that promote adaptive and innovative management are lacking. This could form an
obstacle to the implementation of co-management as local adaptation is required to make
any model “tool” work on the ground, and ongoing adaptation is required for the system to
be adaptive and collaborative management. A past review of aquatic co-management
initiatives in Vietnam noted that these trials had not resulted in the development of a fully
successful model as “local authorities often lack knowledge of their role as co-managers of
renewable natural resources and fisher folk typically do not continue with the comanagement of systems unless there is an immediate financial incentive to do so”(Akester
et al., 2006, p. 1). Thus Vietnam seeks a model approach yet none has emerged thus far due
to local limitations.

2

The use of adaptive management approaches is understood to be beneficial to co-management. Adaptive
management is ‘learning-by-doing’ and is generally understood to involve social learning as an integral process
(Berkes 2009). Adaptive management and co-management combine in practice to form adaptive co-management
(Berkes, 2009). The concept of adaptive management will be further discussed in subsequent chapters.

13

Vietnam also possesses a long tradition of local interpretation of regulations in which local
people appear to agree to rules from above, while bending regulations to suit local needs.
This tradition extends back in time through the collectivised agriculture period to the
colonial era. Kerkvliet describes this behaviour as “everyday politics” – “people embracing,
adjusting and/or contesting norms and rules regarding authority over, production of, or
allocation of, resources” (Kerkvliet, 2006, p. 291). Kerkvliet’s use of the term “everyday
politics” relates to the reaction by peasants to collectivisation of agriculture but its
prevalence extends beyond this scope to be visible in other forms of response to natural
resource management regimes. The acceptability of this kind of lip service to regulatory
compliance at the local level has implications for how communities may react to new
regulations with the introduction of MPAs. This local context of non-compliance with
regulations creates yet another layer of complexity to be unraveled in understanding how
MPAs interact with livelihoods in Vietnam; to unpack whether local community agreement
with MPA conservation principles and regulations truly represents support for their
implementation, or otherwise.

At the broader national scale, the context of Vietnam poses some unique challenges to the
adoption of collaborative natural resource management. Processes of decentralization and
recentralization have taken place in recent decades in Vietnam, as power has devolved from
the centre to the provinces and within provinces, and the mechanisms of state bureaucracy
have at times reacted to reconsolidate power to the centre in response (Gainsborough,
2010, p. 56). As a consequence of this, lower levels of government have increased their
power during recent reform years and the central government is being tested more than
ever before (ibid., p 59).

Against this backdrop is the reality that in Vietnam, political and professional networks
operate as networks of patronage and benefit. “Political umbrellas” create networks of
protection and benefit, whereby people further up the hierarchy protect and look out for
those below (ibid., p. 178). The result is that “….everyone owes their position to someone,
which puts people in a hierarchical relationship, which in turn comes with further debts and
obligations” (ibid.). Thus moves to decentralize anything of value risks upsetting someone’s
network of power and hierarchy. For this reason, the struggle for influence between
different levels of the state reflects the struggle for control over economic resources (ibid.,
p. 70) and the personal benefits they could create for those with authority over them. This
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leads Gainsborough (2010, p. 151) to declare that “In Vietnam, if policy features at all it is
distinctly secondary, and can easily be adjusted to suit the circumstances”. This sociopolitical landscape is highly relevant to this research due to its focus on policy translation to
the local, and because MPAs and decentralized management have the potential to realign
existing NRM arrangements, and in turn effect networks of personal benefit. Thus local
authorities could oppose such change if they stood to lose control of economic resources, or
the realignment of management arrangements could result in a grab for new power as new
agents move into new spheres of influence. These contextual influences are thus also the
subject of investigation through this research project, as they influence the translation of
policy objectives from the centre to the local scale.

Research Aims and Questions
This thesis examines development interventions occurring around MPAs through the
livelihoods change and the co-management of natural resources. These research themes
form three distinct sets of research questions as follows:

•

What are the socio-political influences on MPA management and how do these
affect the achievement of biodiversity conservation and sustainable resource
management objectives? How do the institutions of MPA development play out at
different scales, from the local to the national? What is the influence of different
government, non-government and international actors at these different scales?
How do the processes of international development interact with MPAs in the
context of Vietnam?

•

How does co-management of aquatic natural resources work in Vietnam given its
centralized, authoritarian mode of government and the flow-on effects of this on
natural resource governance? How are the universalistic co-management practices
developed and promoted by international actors from the west/global north
translated within the context of Vietnam?

•

How do MPAs in Vietnam affect and address existing livelihoods of local people
within and around the protected area? How do alternative livelihoods programs
operate, are they successful or adequate? Do they replace or only supplement
existing livelihoods? What assumptions are evident within livelihood programs
about local people’s adaptation to livelihood change in the face of restricted access?
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The examination of these themes is pursued through the lens of an ethnography of
development institutions, where the MPA is the development site and the study of comanagement and livelihoods reveals the undercurrents and less tangible processes at work.
This approach examines both development policy and practice, through use of ethnographic
research methods at different scales and sites where MPAs occur in Vietnam. These range
from the national policy development site, to the provincial site, the regional seat of power,
and the local focus, where projects are implemented and local power politics occur.

Origins of the Research Topic
The origins of this research were drawn from practical experience in aquatic resource comanagement in Vietnam. The idea for this research began to emerge in 2004 when I worked
as a volunteer on a NRM co-management project in the Mekong Delta of South Vietnam,
following 5 years’ experience working on fisheries management and fish habitat ecology in
Australian state government. Through this experience, I became aware of the potential
issues with the implementation of co-management strategies in the context of Vietnam. The
project I worked on aimed to reduce conflicts over environmental management of
communal water resources, through “…a system of participatory management of water
resources involving farmers, farmers’ clubs, and other crucial stakeholders and their
organisations in resource management decision making“ (Brown & Thanh, 2004, pp. 2-3).
While the project did provide the farmers involved with the chance to report their shrimprice culture problems to government authorities through the project’s monitoring activities
and with better access to training opportunities, it did not really achieve co-management as
it did not involve meaningful sharing of power between resource users and government. The
farmers were not aware of the reasons for or potential benefits of the farmers clubs, and
local government agencies were not utilising the clubs to encourage two-way
communications between farmers and government representatives, instead employing
traditional top-down communication pathways only. Shrimp-rice farmers conducted their
farming activities with a high risk of failure, low awareness of local environmental
regulations and little ability to place environmental benefits ahead of their own needs to
escape the risks of crop failure, debt and poverty. Thus a range of social and cultural factors
such as poverty, debt traps, limited education, limited alternative livelihoods, as well as
organizational limitations of local government officers were inhibiting the capacity of the
project to be truly participatory. Despite these limitations, the project was often cited as a
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success and upheld as a role-model to be considered in the development of future comanagement developments.

At this time the first MPA sites of the proposed national system were taking shape along the
Vietnam coast. These developments drew my interest as I was well aware of the extent of
anthropogenic threats to coastal habitats, the limitations of co-management approaches
when the resource users disagreed with management strategies, and the difficulty of
reducing small scale fishing effort in places where people had little other option but to fish,
or their skill levels precluded them from retraining into another livelihood activity. If these
were all issues in the Western world of coastal management, how would they manifest in
the developing world? These questions and professional interests came together to form
this research project.

Vietnam’s first MPA projects employed a range of participatory techniques in their
implementation, but were also encountering issues with livelihoods intervention – issues
that would emerge as a recurring pattern at each new MPA site. Where biodiversity
conservation agendas abutted local livelihoods targeting the same local resources, an
impasse could arise. When I conducted my first site visit to a Vietnamese MPA in mid-2004,
this situation was already very much evident. Challenges to conservation values via
competing human activities such as coastal tourism were also apparent at this site, and
these would continue to emerge at key MPA sites along the Vietnam coast during the
duration of my research as island resorts continued to propagate adjacent to MPA sites,
increasing biophysical impacts on marine ecosystems as well as increased demand for
seafood products.

By the time I returned to Vietnam in January 2006 to undertake preliminary PhD field work,
Hanoi’s fisheries management corridors were abuzz with discussions about implementing
co-management on a broad scale. Fisheries co-management was first discussed by the
national Ministry of Fisheries and ICLARM (the International Centre for Living Aquatic
Resources Management) (now Worldfish) in 1994 but had not been implemented nationally
due to a lack of ongoing funds. With support from the Fisheries Sector Programme Support
funding provided by the Government of Denmark, resources were made available to
determine how to do co-management in Vietnam, how to define it in the local context, and
how to overcome the limitations to its adoption that had become apparent through various
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trial projects implemented by government, non-government, and research actors over time.
Co-management was forming a wave over the shores of Vietnam’s coast, and the lessons
learned from the first attempts of learning by doing were ripe for analysis. These prior
experiences informed the development of my research questions and approach, and
contributed to the depth of the analysis presented within this thesis.

Overview of the Thesis
Chapter 2 provides an overview of the background literature relevant to the thesis. The
review commences with a critical examination of protected areas and how this critique has
been transferred to the MPA literature and practice. Livelihoods intervention in terrestrial
and and marine protected areas is examined specifically in relation to the rhetoric around
alternative livelihoods concepts.

Governance of natural resources is examined via

exploration of the use of co-management and the politics of participation, with particular
attention given to the cases of fisheries co-management and the role of regulation. These
interventions are examined from an external perspective best described as “ethnography of
development institutions” – where the motives, motivations and practices of the
“developers” are critically examined as a part of the research with equal interest as that
given to the outcomes of the interventions themselves.

Chapter 3 explores the history of coastal resource governance in Vietnam, including the
history of co-management of natural resources, paying particular attention to fisheries comanagement. The history of marine conservation in Vietnam is explored in relation to the
development of MPAs and broader policy drivers. The context of coastal livelihood change is
next examined in relation to trends in “aquarian transition” in Vietnam.

Chapter 4 provides an overview of the research methods and analytical framework. The use
of a political ecology research framework is discussed in relation to the research topics. An
overview of the research approach is provided, explaining the use of multi-sited and multicase study and ethnography of development institutions approach. Research techniques are
outlined and the use of participant observation, informal interviews and documentary
research is described. I reflect on how this research strategy affected my position within the
research. The three phases of field work are detailed, and field logistics discussed. The case
studies are introduced and issues within the field work are explored. The methods of data
analysis are described and the limitations of the research strategy discussed.
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Chapter 5 examines the case study focused on the non-government organization MCD, the
Centre for Marinelife Conservation and Community Development. MCD’s work revolved
around two principal field sites, and my research focused around their Trao Reef Marine
Reserve site in south-central Vietnam. This project is located on a reasonably isolated coastal
embayment one hour north of Nha Trang city, where the majority of local residents engage
in lobster cage culture. MCD’s livelihoods and community development approach spilled
over between its field sites as methods and models were shared through cross-fertilization
of ideas. My research also considered MCD’s work at its Red River Delta field site to a lesser
extent, insofar as it interacted with the southern field site. This case study also incorporated
the NGO’s operations from Hanoi, as the location of MCD’s offices and the seat of national
policy being affected, albeit indirectly, through its work. This chapter thus considers MCD’s
work around co-management, livelihoods and NRM governance at regional field sites and in
sites of policy development in Hanoi, through an institutional ethnography approach.

Chapter 6 considers Cu Lao Cham MPA in central Vietnam as the second case study.
Research at this site focused around participation with discrete co-management and
livelihoods activities, and these two themes are discussed in relation to my experience of
these events. Field research of this case study involved longer term participant observation
of the MPA’s activities in the provincial capital Tam Ky, in Hoi An where the project office
was situated, and on Cham Island itself.

The project site is situated on an island an hour’s travel seaward from the mouth of the Thu
Bon River near Hoi An, and this island geography plays out in the consideration of both comanagement and livelihoods development activities undertaken there. As the MPA is
provincially managed, the chapter investigates the influence of this scale of management in
MPA implementation, as the province sits between central management directives and onground implementation. The chapter includes a postscript section reflecting additional field
work undertaken at the site in 2010, which enabled comparison of the livelihoods
development activities of 2007 with what had transpired since.

Chapter 7 analyses the findings from both field sites around the key themes of comanagement, livelihoods and NRM governance. The ethnography of development
institutions approach unpacks what is revealed around these themes through participation
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and observation of policy in practice at a range of scales. The theme of governance is
explored through exploration of internal and external effects on projects, which highlights
how both tacit and explicit processes of development act both internally and externally to
influence development outcomes. The reality of the MPA project site reflects how internal
and external forces that work against marine conservation outcomes at the local level, and
consideration of policy development at broader scales in turn sheds light on how failures
that occur at the local level have their origins in national policy formulation.

Chapter 8 concludes the thesis with a review of the main findings of the research, and
implications of these to future MPA policy and practice both in Vietnam and more broadly.
The thesis concludes with a review of the significance of this research in terms of the
translation of imported model approaches and how they play out at the local scale, and the
use of multi-scaled and sited institutional ethnography to research these themes, and
implications of this thesis for future research.

Guard houses above fish pens, Giao Xuan Commune
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CHAPTER 2
MARINE RESOURCE GOVERNANCE, CONSERVATION
AND LIVELIHOODS

Introduction
This chapter provides the conceptual background and framework for the research,
commencing with a review of how territorialisation operates in conservation practice. The
core topics of co-management and livelihoods change are then examined through four
overarching concepts: critical views of protected area conservation, the evolution of marine
protected area approaches, NRM governance and collaborative resource management, and
the interaction between livelihoods and regulation. The significant role of livelihood
alternatives is examined in relation to MPA projects as development interventions and
coastal communities as the site of ‘on-ground reality’ of this intervention.

The Role of Territorialisation in Conservation
This thesis presents a political ecology of marine conservation, where the study of
conservation interventions necessitates examination of much broader concepts around
power and claims to rights to resources. How political ecology is employed as a research
approach in the context of this thesis is further addressed in the methods chapter.
Conservation interventions are situated within broader contexts of existing resource use
patterns such as traditional access to common property resources or poorly enforced
regulatory regimes, and political ecology captures these broader dimensions within the
analysis. Igoe and Brockington (2007) describe the designation of protected areas as an
example of the reregulation of nature through commodification, that in turn leads to new
types of territorialisation: ”...the partitioning of resources and landscapes in ways that
control, and often exclude, local people” (p. 432).

Vandergeest and Peluso (1995) describe territorialisation as about “excluding or including
people within particular geographic boundaries, and about controlling what people do and
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their access to natural resources within those boundaries" (p. 388), processes that have
often been inherent in protected area practice. Peluso (2005) describes territoriality as a
political act, as it forms “…an expression of power relations that links a particular location to
the broader sets of spatial, political and historical conjectures”, that “…territories are
claimed spaces that are produced and reproduced through changing socio-spatial relations”
(p. 6).

Vandergeest and Peluso (1995) elaborate that the process of territorialisation is less about
“the demarcation of external boundaries, the construction of national identity, or centerperiphery relations” but more specifically focussed on “the internal territorialization of state
power and its relation to the allocation and realization of resource access rights” (p. 387).
They note the important role of state agencies and mapping processes in the rearrangement
of people and resources, as “control by territorialisation… works by proscribing or
prescribing specific activities within spatial boundaries” (ibid., p. 388). The existence and
power of the state are thus validated through such territorializing actions as “…the process
of mapping, bounding, containing and controlling nature and citizenry are what make a state
a state. States come into being through these claims and the assertion of control over
territory, resources and people” (Neumann, 2004, p. 202).

Territorializing processes and actions often conflict with local people’s land use activities and
lived realities as “experienced territory or space is not abstract and homogeneous, but
located, relative, and varied” (Vandergeest & Peluso, 1995, p. 389). Vandergeest and Peluso
(1995) describe territorial land use planning as “…more often a utopian fiction unachievable
in practice because of how it ignores and contradicts peoples’ lived social relationships”
(ibid.). They conclude that this ill fit between the aims of the state and the everyday realities
of local people can lead to the use of coercion against rural residents in order to implement
territorial control.

The creation of new territorialisations under the banner of biodiversity conservation is
loaded with assumptions about the state’s motives for adoption of such conservation
practices. Peluso (1993) points out that “…although many state agencies or factions may be
interested in joining international conservation interests to preserve threatened resources
and habitats, some state interests appropriate the ideology, legitimacy, and technology of
conservation as a means of increasing or appropriating their control over valuable

22

resources” (p. 199). Vandergeest and Peluso (1995) note that the state’s resource
territorialisation can be unstable, as the people most directly affected can undermine it
“…by practices that ignore and resist the state’s goals.” (p. 391). Thus territorialising
processes represent a struggle for control over sites and resource uses within them, a
control which is not fixed but remains fluid over time as the locus of control shifts with new
political influences.

The Tradition of Resistance in Vietnam
Various agrarian change scholars have utilised the concepts of class resistance (Scott, 1985),
or everyday resistance (Kerkvliet, 2006) to refer to the everyday processes by which local
people subvert what is required by collective processes, local authorities or national policy
through daily practices at odds with those prescribed (Kerkvliet, 2006). Kerkvliet (2006, p.
291) defines everyday politics as involving:

…people embracing, adjusting and/or contesting norms and rules regarding
authority over, production of, or allocation of resources. It includes quiet, mundane
and subtle expressions and acts that indirectly and usually privately endorse, modify
or resist prevailing procedures, rules, regulations or order. Everyday politics involves
little or no organization. It features activities of individuals and small groups as they
make a living, raise their families, wrestle with daily problems and deal with others
like themselves who are relatively powerless and with superiors and others who are
powerful.
Scott (1985, p. xvii) states that it is largely through these acts of resistance that
…the peasantry makes its political presence felt. Everyday forms of resistance make
no headlines. But just as anthozoan polyps create…a coral reef, so do the multiple
acts of peasant insubordination and evasion create political and economic barrier
reefs of their own.
The concept of everyday resistance has historical resonance in Vietnam through the
peasants’ response to collectivised farming which Kerkvliet documents. The concept can
equally be applied to the context of conservation, and how local people react to the
introduction of regulation associated with bounded protected areas. As Holmes (2007)
notes, "There are few arenas for including the voices of local people in conservation and
these are often very difficult to access, dissuading locals from openly airing their grievances
and pushing them towards everyday resistance" (p. 187). He suggests that the continuation
of banned practices is a political statement, as the act contains an implicit statement that
these practices should be allowed. Holmes states that everyday resistance is potentially a
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powerful influence upon the success of conservation as “when a conservation project fails it
is possibly the result of not a single large act such as changes in legislation, but the constant
dripping effect of thousands of small everyday acts of resistance” (p. 188). Determining the
influence of such acts of resistance upon conservation is difficult as many such acts are
invisible by nature, however the broader attitudes representative of such resistance can be
perceived through triangulated qualitative research strategies used in political ecology
research.

Scientific Justification of Territorialisation
Many factors serve to reinforce territorialising forces and actions. Zimmerer (2006)
highlights how the worldwide expansion of conservation is often showcased as a major
success of modern global environmentalism, and how this expansion “is comprised of both
spatial-environmental dimensions (territorial, legal, political) and the discourses and rhetoric
(including those of science) that both surround and infuse them”. Neumann (2004) states
that “…the claims of modern western science serve to support the proprietary claims of the
state by asserting its superiority over other, more localised forms of knowledge” (p. 203).
Thus different forms of knowledge including science are used to justify territorialisations,
and science loses its impartiality through this process – a factor which becomes important
the more political a resource management process becomes. The push for conservation
decisions to be based overwhelmingly on scientific analysis rather than political or social
factors can also limit the potential for political debates on conservation (Fairhead & Leach,
2003; Holmes, 2007). Science is often called upon to fill the role of impartial commentator,
but in reality it is often used to serve the agendas of various political agents and processes.
This reality needs to be factored into a political ecology analysis of marine conservation, to
examine the role of science as a driver of change in policy and practice.

Another factor that has influenced both the form and analysis of protected area
conservation is the availability of different forms of scientific information. Cernea and
Schmidt-Soltau (2006) suggest that empirical knowledge about both social and bio-physical
aspects of the conflict between biodiversity conservation and poverty reduction has not
been equally available. They state that this asymmetry has in turn influenced the solutions
proposed, where “…they tend to be clearer and directly prescriptive on the biological side,
and fuzzier, less imaginative and little tested on the social side“(p. 1809). They further state
that the consequence of this imbalance is that biological concerns have gained policy
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backing and financial resources while the recommendations from sociological and
geographic research remained both under-designed and under-resourced (ibid.). These
findings point the way to a more active involvement of social analysis to the debate around
the methods of and models for conservation intervention, such as can be achieved through
the use of political ecology as an analytical framework. The designation of an MPA can be
perceived as a form of territorialisation, and political ecology focus of this thesis analyses the
response to this process.

Terrestrial Protected Areas
By 2005, there were over 100 000 protected areas worldwide, covering around 12% of the
Earth’s surface and representing one of the most significant forms of land use on the planet
(Chape et al., 2005). As the history from 100 years of the terrestrial protected area
movement has continued to build, an awareness of the impacts of conservation enclosure
upon local peoples has emerged and the lessons learned have been debated more widely
among practitioners and academics. The social impact of protected areas began to be
recognised in the 1970’s, coinciding with the increase in the area protected globally
following the post-World War II boom in protected area growth (Adams & Hutton, 2007, p.
150). According to Fisher et al. (2008, p. 19), the range of negative effects that have resulted
from exclusionary approaches to conservation include forced resettlement, restricted access
to livelihoods, break-up of communal lands, collapse of indigenous management structures,
fines and imprisonment, and increased rural conflict and famine.

How Conservation ‘fits’ with the Developing World
Peluso (1993) states that conservation groups augment the capabilities of third world states
or state agencies to protect resources with “global” value, and how this forms part of an
ideology of wise global resource management held by many Western conservationists. As
such, the growth of protected area conservation can be perceived as the global
dissemination of a Western conservation ideal to the peoples of the global South, who may
not be in a position to implement and/or afford it. Some scholars perceive the expansion of
this system to the developing world, “… where the indigenous postcolonial governments
were weak or underfunded” (Luke, 1997, p. 37) as eco-colonialism or eco-imperialism,
through which the global North seeks to “... control, both politically and practically, the
resources of the less developed world” (Soomin & Shirley, 2009) under the guise of resource
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protection. Whether this is in fact the case is open to vigorous debate, however it also
highlights how imported models can fit poorly with their new context.

Wells (2003) states that “… the concept of setting aside special places for wildlife, while
more or less acceptable in most richer countries, is increasingly perceived as problematic in
the face of widespread poverty in developing countries” (p. 69). Neumann (2004) extends
this idea by suggesting that the creation of wilderness areas is a part of the process of
formation of “landscapes of modernity” through the efforts of colonial administrators, as an
integral part of state order, a component of the process of state building. He states that
“Both wilderness and concentrated settlement are products of a single process, the creation
of the modern territorial state.” (p. 212). He suggests that “… the creation of conservation
territories is a key focus in the continuing struggles over the commons and proprietary rights
of nature in the first and third worlds alike” (ibid., p. 213), thus emphasising the importance
of both the commons and property rights in the protected areas debate. As Adams and
Hutton (2007) note, the relationship between people and nature is highly political,
particularly in the context of protected areas, and embraces “… issues of rights and access to
land and resources, the role of the state (and increasingly non-state actors in NGOs and the
private sector), and the power of scientific and other understandings of nature” (p. 151).

Inclusion of Local People
While some conservationists continue to support a completely exclusionary approach, most
now accept the need for some level of inclusion of local people within protected areas (Lele,
et al., 2010). Lele et al. (2010) identify two important factors behind this shift; firstly, the
pragmatic argument that conservation without local support is doomed to fail and secondly,
the ethical argument that displacing some groups without their consent is unfair, and
displacing already disadvantaged groups even more so. They summarise the complexity of
this trade off: “Balancing legitimate claims of local communities with a larger social claim on
biodiversity is thus a necessary complication that conservationists have to address”(ibid., p.
95). By the 1980’s, terrestrial protected area approaches had shifted to feature social
inclusion rather than exclusion, putting the needs of local people into the conservation
planning agenda (Adams & Hutton, 2007). This shift resulted in the proliferation of more
inclusive approaches to conservation such as integrated conservation and development
programs (ICDPs) and community-based natural resource management (CBNRM).
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Integrated Conservation and Development Programs
The ICDP approach to protected area management dates back to roughly the same time as
the UN Conference on Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992
(McShane & Wells, 2004, p. viii). The emergent view among conservationists from this time
was that “…the successful management of protected areas must include the cooperation
and support of local people” (Brandon & Wells, 1992, p. 557). The exclusion of people living
adjacent to protected areas from using the resources within, without providing them with
alternatives, was increasingly being viewed as politically infeasible and ethically unjustifiable.
Brandon and Wells (1992) note that the provision of alternative income sources that “…do
not threaten to deplete the plants and animals within the PA” (ibid) was a core aim of ICDP
projects of that time, along with socio-economic development and conservation objectives.
Fisher et al. (2008) cite the importance of devolution of power to the local level, long term
commitment and reliable funding as key to the success of ICDP-type approaches.

A range of more inclusive approaches to conservation has emerged since the 1990s,
including community-based conservation, enterprise-based conservation and paymentsbased conservation, and each new model with mixed results (Lele et al. 2010, p 94). Lele et
al. (2010) found that alternatives to exclusionary approaches have often not been given
adequate state support and space to function, citing the influence of broader political
processes that can work against this. They state that “…a major challenge to pursuing
conservation in practice stems from the political-economic contexts within which
interventions are embedded” (ibid., p. 97). They implicate the “neoliberalisation of
conservation” as a key influence within this context, that “…mainstream development
pressures and neoliberal thinking force states to reduce the concern and space for all –
conservation, sustainable use, poverty alleviation, and social equity” (ibid., p. 98).

Learning from the Past
MPA practice has a lot to learn from terrestrial conservation thus far, particularly in the way
that social relationships to land and resource use have been recognised and incorporated
into natural resource management in recent years. Fisher and Gilmour (1999) argue that, in
the context of community forestry, good NRM requires detailed social analysis because
economic activities are embedded in social relationships. Social forces such as marriage,
employer-employee relationships, patron-client ties and ritual relationships are the
everyday influences on how individuals choose to interact with natural resources and the
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livelihood opportunities they bring (ibid.). Fisher and Gilmour (1999) cite the importance of
input by social scientists to projects, but that this input is dependent on the evolution of a
project’s culture “…to become that of a learning institution, where all ideas are treated as
good ideas, considered seriously and debated openly” (ibid. p. 187). The incorporation of
social science perspectives into natural resource management is far from wholesale across
the board of NRM practice, but the justification for it becoming more widespread is certainly
evident in the arguments of Fisher and Gilmour above.

Their story shows how community forestry evolved to better integrate sociological inputs in
recent decades, through the input of what they term “sociological realism” (ibid.). The early
days of terrestrial protected area management were characterised by technically focussed
inputs and solutions, with little capacity or flexibility to consider important sociological
factors. Time and experience proved these factors to be critical to protected area
management success, leading to their broader recognition and adoption within projects
through approaches such as ICDP. However this transition took considerable time as the
case experience was required to prove these changes necessary. This change is one of the
most important lessons in the first 100 years of terrestrial protected area experience, and
shows how conservation models and approaches are constantly evolving subject to adaptive
learning and review. This is the body of learning that the MPA conservation movement had
as its knowledge base when it commenced only a few decades ago, but that has not been
fully utilised in avoiding social impacts from MPA practice.

Where the learning in terrestrial area practice took place through trial and error over some
hundred years, by contrast MPA practice has barely had time to reflect on its success or
otherwise. Some of the most vocal critics of terrestrial protected areas, those who champion
the fight against “fortress conservation” impacting upon resource-dependent peoples, have
had decades to bring their arguments into the limelight. In doing so, they have stimulated
vigorous response from those in defence of traditional conservation approaches. These
debates have taken place very publicly, from the formal journal literature in conservation to
the grey practitioner spaces of conferences and workshops. Anyone seeking information
about the costs and benefits of protected area approaches to land-based conservation can
find volumes of information debating either side of the balance sheet. By contrast, the
debate about approaches to MPAs has only appeared in the formal literature in recent
years. At the commencement of this research in 2005, very few journal articles could be
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found that openly criticised MPA approaches, or that raised the issue of considering how
they fit the local context and peoples. Those that did were often subject to criticism for
undermining arguments for much needed marine resource protection. MPAs were born in a
time of need created by unprecedented large scale impacts on coastal and oceanic
biodiversity, and the fastest equally large scale response to these was perceived to be the
creation of MPA networks on an international scale.

Marine Protected Areas
The marine environment is a more complex context for application of protected area
approaches, and the most commonly cited issues in this adaptation process are lack of
tenure, difficulty of controlling access, impact of influences from adjacent areas, and the
impact of broader scale processes both positive (such as fish recruitment) or negative (such
as pollution or sedimentation impacts) (WCPA, 2008, p. 69). In the developing world, issues
around tenure and property rights are often the most significant of these. In developing
countries, it is likely that strong local traditions exist of accessing coastal areas for livelihood
opportunities, and any change in these is likely to affect people from both local and adjacent
areas who use coastal resources on a full or part time basis. In the developed world, most
property rights for coastal land use and fisheries access are determined under the law. In
developing countries, coastal areas still represent a physical and legal fringe where property
rights are not enshrined in law, or where the law is poorly enforced. Those seeking
additional livelihood opportunities are often drawn to the unrestricted or poorly enforced
access of the coastal zone, depending on the availability of other forms of income as well as
the potential profits available from access to coastal resources. This relationship between
other forms of income and shifting (usually increasing) prices paid for seafood products has
a strong influence on marine conservation outcomes in the developing world.

The Emergence of MPAs on the Protected Area Landscape
By comparison with terrestrial protected areas, the MPA movement has a much shorter
history. According to Kelleher and Kenchington (1992), the First World Conference on
National Parks considered the need for protection of coastal and marine areas in 1962. Sobel
and Dalgren (2004) report that in the USA, the first appeals to national government for a
MPA system were made in 1966, when a panel of scientists called for “a national system of
marine wilderness preserves…to secure for the American people of present and future
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generations the benefits of an enduring resource of wilderness” (p. 24). These authors admit
that, at the turn of the millennium, the US system of MPAs remained near where terrestrial
protected areas stood 100 years before. Progress with MPA implementation was initially
slow; in 1970, there were only 118 MPAs globally; by 1985, the total had increased to 430
MPAs (Kelleher & Kenchington, 1992). In 1996, it was estimated that marine conservation
biology lagged behind terrestrial conservation biology by about two decades (Murphy &
Duffus, 1996). Wood et al. (2008) state by the end of 2006 there were 4435 MPAs either
statutorily or non-statutorily declared at national or local levels, but that this represented
only 0.65% of the world’s oceans and 1.6% of the total marine area within exclusive
economic zones being protected.

The Charisma of the Marine Realm
The history of mismanagement of the marine environment has resulted in part from its
invisibility to most people, which led to inevitable misunderstanding being reflected in
aquatic resource management. Salm et al. (2000) elaborate that “the sea remains
inscrutable, mysterious to people. On land we see the effects of our activities and we are
constantly reminded of the need for action, but we see only the surface of the sea” (p. 5). It
is easy to forget that TV documentaries featuring majestic underwater seascapes and marine
creatures are a relatively recent phenomenon. Nature documentaries have been incredibly
powerful educational tool to share learning about the underwater world with people
otherwise unable to interact with it, but only for the last few decades.

Justification for MPAs
The rapidity of changes to marine and coastal environments, increased global fishing catch
and efficiency, and increasing population pressure on coastal ecosystems in the developed
and developing world alike are all seen as pressures justifying an equal and opposite
conservation response through marine protected areas. Thus the MPA is intended to
address conservation goals, but also fit a broader framework of sustainable development,
incorporating socio-economic goals. In recent times, justification for MPAs has expanded
further into the realms of fisheries management. In the WCPA’s global plan of action for
MPAs, Lafolley (2008) states that MPAs are “...essential in order to protect marine
biodiversity and achieve sustainable fisheries. They provide insurance against the common
global problem of failure of conventional fisheries management based on control of fishing
effort and/or take” (p. 7).
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Some scholars justify increased marine biodiversity protection on ethical grounds. Nevill
(2009) advocates for such an approach on the basis that “…far from harvesting other life
forms in a sustainable way, humans are gradually but inexorably killing the wild living
inhabitants of our planet, and destroying the places in which they live” (p. 22). He suggests
that the typical utilitarian concerns of biodiversity conservation and protection or
enhancement of fish stocks be joined by ethical concerns in support of MPAs. He notes that
marine scientists rarely articulate an ethical position around marine resource management,
however there are exceptions to this. In his opening address to the International Marine
Conservation Congress 2009, world renowned fisheries scientist Daniel Pauly motivated
conference attendees through the following impassioned vision:
Now that our technology has essentially removed all constraints…which
earlier…constrained fisheries, the way we interact with nature has been simplified
("eat it"), and we are at the onset of a catastrophic decline of marine biodiversity.
(Pauly, 2009).
The degree of dissatisfaction with conventional approaches to fisheries management has led
to greater consideration of multi-disciplinary approaches in a suite of management
approaches including MPAs.

MPA Targets
The call for improved marine conservation is now a global and globalized concern, and the
establishment of MPAs is measured against targets for global marine biodiversity protection.
The WCPA MPA Plan of Action describes these targets as:
• halting the decline of biodiversity by 2010;
• encouraging the application of an Ecosystem Approach in marine management by
2010;
• establishing representative marine protection networks by 2012; and
• restoring depleted fish stocks to maximum sustainable yields by 2015, where
possible.
(Laffoley, 2008, p. 5).
The obvious issue here is how time moves faster than the achievement of such targets. In
2008, Wood et al. (2008) reported that since 1984 the spatial extent of marine area
protected globally has grown at an annual rate of 4.6%, but that this level of increase in MPA
coverage was unlikely to result in global targets being met in the specified timeframes.
These authors also noted that of the total global MPA area, only 12.8% was subject to no-
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take regulations (ibid., p. 342). Following a similar method, Toropova et al. (2010) reported
that global MPA coverage represented 1.17% of the global ocean surface, a 150% increase
from figures reported in 20033. However they acknowledge that at this rate of increase, the
10% target for global MPA coverage was unlikely to be met anytime in the near future (ibid.,
p. 32).

A revision of the global targets at the tenth meeting of the Conference of the Parties for the
Convention on Biological Diversity (COP 10) in Nagoya, Japan (October 2010), produced a
new series of global biodiversity targets (known as the Aichi biodiversity targets), including a
target of 10 per cent of coastal and marine areas are conserved by 2020 (Convention on
Biological Diversity, 2011). This new target now looms ahead as the overarching marine
conservation goal for implementation by international and national agencies into the next
decade.

Social Impacts of MPAs
Many MPA practitioners and scholars have highlighted different potential impacts that
MPAs can have on surrounding communities. Mascia and Claus (2009, p. 18) state that rights
reallocation through MPAs may affect the governance, economic wellbeing, health,
education, social capital, and culture of resource users and local communities. Other authors
highlight the lack of attention being paid in the literature to knowledge gaps about social
impacts in MPA practice. Sale et al. (2005, p. 74) note that gaps are being glossed over by
uncritical advocacy for the MPA concept. Garaway and Esteban (2002, p. 5) state that
amongst advocates of MPAs there has been a tendency to extol their potential value in
socioeconomic terms but that, in reality, the establishment of protected areas often
generates deep resentment in communities that find themselves excluded from resources to
which they have traditionally had access. These findings suggest that the literature is failing
to capture the key lessons learned and areas for improvement from MPA practice and that a
blind eye has been turned to the impacts of MPAs by some practitioners in their efforts to
advocate for their introduction.

3

This increase was largely due to the designation of several large MPAs during this time, a fact recognised by
Toropova et al. (2010) and reflective of the difficulty of achieving significant overall increases in global MPA
coverage through many smaller MPAs.
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The remainder of this chapter unpacks the most significant of these issues, including the
transfer of learning from terrestrial to marine protected areas, the target system, zoning
approaches used in MPAs and livelihoods replacement.

Sharing Learning between Terrestrial and Marine Protected Areas
Terrestrial protected area practice has a larger and longer history than do MPAs, and
experience in social effects of protected area establishment is transferrable between the
two as both have the potential to affect local communities. However these lessons in social
impact assessment and management have not systematically been transferred from land to
marine conservation. If the potential for impact is clear, then why has there not been more
sharing of lessons learned between terrestrial and marine protected area practice about
avoiding or minimising such impacts? The terrestrial protected area literature has much to
share with MPA practice around how livelihoods are impacted by protected areas, and how
attempts to offset such impacts are often unsuccessful. While the terrestrial protected area
literature has been deeply drawn into the debate around the ethics of imposing such costs
on local communities, the literature on MPA practice has remained isolated from this
broader debate, separated by the coastal divide between terrestrial and marine-based
conservation practice.

One other relevant example of a body of knowledge that has remained disconnected from
MPA practice is fisheries social science. It definitely has a lower profile in the fisheries
science literature compared to biology or economics. However fisheries social science has a
long and rich history in documenting how fishers and fishing cultures interact with fisheries
management in both the developed and developing worlds (Bavinck, 2001; Dyer &
McGoodwin, 1994; Endter-Wada & Sean, 2005; Jacob et al., 2010; King, 2007; Nishida et al.,
2006; Ruddle, 1998; Ruddle & Lai, 2009; Spoehr, 1980). This literature and its inherent
methodological approaches are very relevant for studying the issues around MPA
implementation, as MPAs affect the socio-economic fabric of the communities they are
situated around. However despite the relevance of fisheries social science, the literature on
MPA practice has maintained its focus mainly on biological indicators and success.

Issues with setting Global Targets
Various scholars and practitioners have highlighted issues with implementing the global
system of biodiversity conservation targets (as specified in a previous section, the target for
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MPAs is currently 10% minimum coastal and marine biodiversity protection by 2020). The
target-driven approach to conservation planning is perceived by some to be “…inadequate,
inflexible, and even counterproductive in many socio-ecological systems” (Carwardine et al.,
2009, p. 3). Knight et al. (2006) describe the state of current systematic conservation
planning as in “implementation crisis”, as "…many operational models…fail to adequately
address practical implementation issues to guide responses to the social, economic, and
institutional issues so critical to effective implementation" (p. 409). They state that too many
conservation planners have been preoccupied with the refinement of systematic assessment
techniques, at the expense of better development and testing of the practical application of
operational models, and that "few academic conservation planners regularly climb down
from their ivory towers to get their shoes muddy in the messy, political trenches, where
conservation actually takes place" (ibid., p. 410).

Christie and White (2007a) state that the argument for scaling up marine conservation
efforts into larger scale interventions “…is rarely made by resource users or field personnel,
who have a sense for what is possible, in developing countries” (p. 4). They note that targets
driven by international organisations need to be realistic, as ambitious goals are likely not to
be met. They also highlight the potential for failure of globalised management models,
particularly in the developing world, where“…centralized management regimes, reliant on
strong formal institutions and funding bases, are not effective”. They state that what is
needed are “more locally driven programs that have their own objectives and internal
support systems” that are sustainable post the departure of external agents and funding
(ibid., p. 16).

The broader context in which a representative MPA network is embedded will also influence
how much a certain percentage of a habitat can actually be protected. Mora et al. (2006)
highlight the importance of multiple criteria evaluation of MPA network success, using
indices much broader than the simple percentage of a habitat type protected in order to
include the impacts of external effects on MPAs. They suggest that much broader analysis of
MPA success should consider the effectiveness of regulatory compliance or impacts of
external stressors such as sedimentation, pollution, coastal development and overfishing.
Once again the impacts of external influences posit as a crucial factor in the evaluation of
marine conservation outcomes.
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MPA sites are typically identified through processes of mapping of key habitats, areas of
ecological importance and threats to marine resources (IUCN World Commission on
Protected Areas, 2008). Proposals for MPA zoning are then developed based upon this
mapping, and only after these processes do human considerations begin to have voice. The
priority of biological goals over others is reinforced by Roberts et al. (2003, p. S215) who
state that “application of biological criteria must precede and inform socioeconomic
evaluation, since maintenance of ecosystem functioning is essential for meeting all of the
goals for reserves”.

“No Take” Trade Offs
A key component of the MPA and a source of conflict for some is the sanctuary or “no take”
zone located at the centre of a zoning system of increasing protection. However this
component of the MPA zoning system is seen as being crucial to obtaining conservation
benefits, if combined with strongly limited fishing effort in the remaining fishable areas
(Pauly, et al., 2002, p. 692).

On one hand, the “no take” zone, if enforced, leads to marine biodiversity conservation and
fisheries benefits through spillover of fish stocks from the sanctuary area to adjacent areas.
On the other hand, enforcement of a “no take” zone restricts access to local use for
subsistence and livelihood, in places where people have few alternatives available. In the
developed world, “no take” zones are also challenged by commercial and recreational
fishing sectors who do not wish to lose access to key marine biodiversity hotspots, as they
are often key fishing areas. To complicate matters further, “no take” zones often form the
heart of the conservation strategy of a multi-zoned MPA, so without the “no take” zone, the
MPA’s conservation value is considerably diminished. This collision of uses and values that
manifest around the “no take” zone causes by far the most conflict and debate in the
creation of MPAs.

The no-take or sanctuary zones can conflict with local resource use, and require
enforcement to be successful. In the developed world, compliance with such no-take zones
can utilise technology such as vessel monitoring systems, however such options are usually
not available for MPAs situated in the developing world. In such contexts, pressure from
local resource use is often higher as local people are more dependent on use of marine
resources for food and livelihood. By comparison, conflicts in the developed world over MPA
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design and location usually revolve around recreational fishers not wanting to lose access to
their fishing grounds, and determining appropriate levels of compensation for buyout of
commercial fishing effort. As a result, MPAs in the developing world need to be designed
and evaluated against this context. As recognised by Salm et al. (2000, p. 26), “many millions
of people living along the coasts of the world have small cash incomes (less than $300 per
year) and subsist on local resources. The lives and destinies of these people are linked to the
sustainability of their resources. They will continue to turn to these resources with or
without conservation.”

Alternative Livelihoods in MPAs
At the grassroots level, the most obvious and recurrent conflict between MPA’s and
communities involves livelihood impacts through restriction of extractive use activities. The
inherent opposition between biodiversity conservation and local people’s livelihoods puts
these values in direct conflict, and inhibits the achievement of compromise between the two
positions. At this stage of the process it is common for alternative or additional livelihood
options to be considered as resource dependency issues are identified that conflict with the
MPAs’ strictly protected zoning.

MPA practitioners see the challenge and need for an approach that achieves the twin goals
of sustaining livelihoods and conserving coral reefs (Bell et al., 2006). The need for such an
approach is further justified as a decline of marine fisheries puts coastal people at risk if
investments are not made in other productive assets that facilitate livelihood diversification,
because without other income generating options in the near future, the loss of near-shore
marine fisheries could lead to a downward spiral of food security, income and vulnerability
of rural coastal households (Tobey & Torell, 2006).

The answer is often perceived to be within the provision of alternative livelihoods, to reduce
fishing effort by providing fishers with alternative sources of income, and to help diversify
the economies of coastal fishing communities and improve the standard of living of fishers
(World Bank, 2004). Some MPA practitioners take this argument further, linking the
provision of reef-based livelihoods with the creation of incentives for conservation and
restoration; that “incentives to protect the resources that provide livelihoods should lead to
greater care of coral reefs by the people who use them and, ultimately, to better
conservation of reefs” (Bell, et al., 2006, p. 977). However, current experience with
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alternative livelihood success in MPA projects is extremely mixed, with some project reports
concluding that “ ‘alternative livelihood programs’ aimed at stakeholders currently involved
in destructive activities… are ineffective and largely rejected by local communities” (UNEP,
2004, p. 17). The performance of alternative livelihoods interventions around MPAs is a
significant focus of this research and the issues with alternative livelihoods will be further
explored in the ‘Livelihoods and Regulation’ section below.

Collaborative Management and NRM Governance
The increased use of collaborative management approaches is a reflection of broader trends
towards decentralisation in natural resource management. Decentralisation is defined by
Pomeroy and Berkes (1997, p. 469) as
…the systematic and rational dispersal of power, authority and responsibility from
the central government to lower or local level institutions – to states or provinces in
the case of federal countries, for example, and even further down to regional and
local governments, or even to community associations.
Vandergeest and Wittapayak (2010, p. 4) describe that changes in the locus of decision
making and of power are “…desirable on the grounds of efficiency, equity, and social and
environmental justice”. Ribot (2002, p. 4) elaborates on how this is achieved thus:
…effective decentralization is defined by an inclusive local process under local
authorities empowered with discretionary decisions over resources that are relevant
to local people. It is an institutionalized form of community participation. It is local
democracy.
Democratic local governance of natural resources is based on the premise that people
should have a voice and leverage in decisions over the natural resources they depend upon,
due to the dominant role of natural resources in local livelihoods (Ribot, 2002, p. 5). Ribot
suggests that democratic decentralisation of natural resource decisions will provide rural
people with both meaningful representation and recourse concerning valuable resources
(ibid.). Decentralisation has been linked to the concept of good governance, via the
argument that “…good governance involves a situation in which there is power sharing
between the centre and the sub-national units of governance in the decision making
process”(Oyugi, 2000, p. v). The term “governance” has been prominently associated with
international development since the early 1990s, following the World Bank report that
defined governance as “… encompassing the state's institutional arrangements; the
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processes for formulating policy, decision-making, and implementation; information flows
within government; and the overall relationship between citizens and government”(Woods,
2000, p. 824). Its prominence in international development was also mirrored in academic
literature of the same time, which stressed the importance of non-state actors in governing
at the local, national and international levels (Kooiman & Bavinck, 2005). Kooiman and
Bavinck (2005) note that good governance and global governance are relevant to the
governance of natural resources, and that the World Bank has more recently narrowed its
interpretation of good governance to become more closely aligned with “good practices”
(ibid., p.15).

Kooiman and Bavinck (2005) define governance as “…the whole of public as well as private
interactions taken to solve societal problems and create societal opportunities. It includes
the formulation and application of principles guiding those interactions and care for
institutions that enable them” (p. 17). They identify the three main modes of governance as:
hierarchical governance, a top down intervention by the state upon its citizens; selfgovernance, where actors take care of themselves, outside the purview of government; and
co-governance, where no one actor is in control as actors “join hands with a common
purpose in mind, and stake their identity and autonomy in the process” (ibid., p.22). It is this
latter form of governance that gives rise to collaborative forms of NRM such as comanagement, as the basic idea of co-management fits with the evolving notions of peoplecentred governance approaches in which the management responsibility is shared among
partners (Berkes, 2009, p. 1694).

Collaborative management involves a partnership between stakeholders, especially
management authorities and local communities (Fisher, et al., 2008). Borrini-Feyerabend et
al. (2004) emphasise that there are many forms of collaborative management, citing some
37 different terms and definitions used to describe collaborative management of natural
resources.

The terms collaborative management and co-management are often used

interchangeably in the literature, with this trend also reflected in this thesis.

Co-Management
Since its formal emergence in NRM practice in the 1970s, co-management has evolved as a
more formalised management strategy to link local communities and governments
(Armitage et al., 2007). Borrini-Feyerabend et al. (2004, p. 68) define co-management of
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natural resources as “a situation in which two or more social actors negotiate, define and
guarantee amongst themselves a fair sharing of the management functions, entitlements
and responsibilities for a given territory, area or set of natural resources.“ Co-management
can refer to a broad spectrum of management arrangements, from formal arrangements
such as legal agreements that are politically negotiated, to informal pragmatic deals (Tyler,
2006). At one end of the co-management spectrum, authority for NRM remains with the
state, and local communities are consulted on specific issues. At the other end of the
spectrum, management arrangements give communities or resource user groups’ broad
authority to take management decisions, conditional upon periodic reporting to a state
management authority (ibid.) The range of approaches inherent in co-management is
illustrated by Figure 1 (Pomeroy & Rivera-Guieb, 2006).

The basic idea behind co-management is that people whose livelihoods are affected by
management decisions should have a say in how those decisions are made; thus justice,
equity and empowerment are inherent within successful co-management practice (Berkes,
2009). The potential benefits of co-management include “…more appropriate, more
efficient, and more equitable governance, and the improvement of a number of processes
and functions of management” (Armitage, et al., 2007, p. 3).

Adaptive Collaborative Management
Armitage et al. (2007) state that co-management has been primarily concerned with user
participation in decision making, and linking communities and government managers, while
adaptive management has been about learning by doing in a scientific way to deal with
uncertainty. These two management approaches are now forming a combined approach
through adaptive collaborative management (ACM), as “…new concerns with adaptive
processes, feedback learning, and flexible partnership arrangements are re-shaping the comanagement landscape” (ibid., p. xi).

The essence of an ACM approach is “…that management and governance are rooted in a
process of conscious and intentional learning by a group of people dealing with a shared
area of concern” (Prabhu et al., 2008, p. 18). This adaptive element of ACM is thus what
distinguishes it from other forms of collaborative management approaches to natural
resource management. Armitage et al. (2007) describe the key features of an adaptive
management approach as the combination of the iterative learning of adaptive management
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with the linkage dimension of collaborative management in which rights and responsibilities
are jointly shared (p.5). The transformative learning aspect of ACM is particularly important
as it “…involves resolving fundamental conflict over values and norms, and promoting
change in the face of significant uncertainty”(ibid., p.9).

Figure 1: Co-management integrates local and centralized government management
(Pomeroy & Rivera-Guieb, 2006)

Armitage et al. (2007) state that understanding the effectiveness of adaptive comanagement “…involves a critical examination of the extent to which alternative
governance approaches result in, or develop, decision making processes that reflect true
partnerships, and that devolve power to local resource users and communities” (p.9). They
identify the key influences for the reworking of stakeholder relationships required for the
emergence of ACM as “cultural difference, unequal knowledge valuation, the historical role
of government bureaucracies in management, and ecological/economic forces of
globalisation” (ibid.).
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Community-Based Natural Resource Management
Community-based natural resource management, or CBNRM holds a special position within
the conservation and development literature as it has been extensively utilised as a
conservation approach in developing countries where local livelihood dependence and
community empowerment need to be considered alongside conservation objectives.
CBNRM is founded on the principal that people who live close to a resource and whose
livelihoods directly depend on it will have more interest in that resource’s sustainable use
than will external authorities (Li, 2002, p. 265). “Advocates argue that CBNRM offers the
best prospect for meeting conservation objectives while improving the position of
impoverished rural communities who have been denied the fundamental right to
substantive participation in decisions that impact on their wellbeing and livelihoods.” (ibid.)
Ribot (2002) states that the experiences from CBNRM indicate that “…democratic local
institutions can be the basis of effective local environmental decision making, that
communities have or can develop the skills and desire to make and effectively execute
natural resource management decisions, and that community level management can have
ecologically and socially positive effects.” (p.4).

CBNRM in Developing Countries
Brosius et al. (1998) describe how some CBNRM projects such as the CAMPFIRE project of
southern Africa have become models that are now widely emulated. These authors note
how such community management icons are developed under particular local conditions
which determine its effectiveness in-situ and also the success of its replication as a “model
approach” in another location without the same conditions. They also highlight the
importance of understanding the process by which one such project comes to be an
exemplary model of CBNRM in the first place, as well as “…. to understand the local, national
and transnational dynamics of this process of proliferation, particularly by tracing specific
projects.”(ibid., p.161). They identify “genericisation” as a potential issue associated with the
advocacy of model approaches to CBNRM if underlying assumptions are not critically
unpacked. The study of CBNRM projects in-situ, and with reference to their greater context
of influence, will reveal how much any particular project has been developed based on a
model, and how much on adaptation to local conditions.

CBNRM has been extensively studied and critiqued as a concept due to its popularity in
conservation and development. Agrawal and Gibson (1999) note that “The vision of
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community…as the centrepiece of conservation…is attractive as it permits the easy
contestation of dominant narratives that favour state control or privatization of resources
and their management” (p.633). They note that the claims underlying community-based
conservation can be overly simplistic, such as “communities have a long term need for the
resources near which they live, and they possess more knowledge about these resources
than other potential actors… They are, therefore, the best managers of resources” (ibid.).
They also question the definition of community and assumptions about its homogeneity
underlying CBNRM programs, describing the mythic community “…which ignores how
differences affect processes around conservation, the differential access of actors within
communities to various channels of influence, and the possibility of layered alliances
spanning multiple layers of politics” (ibid., p.640). Agrawal and Gibson (1999) state that
Small, territorially attached, and relatively homogeneous communities, where they
exist, might find it easy to make decisions collectively. They would still find it difficult
however, to withstand external threats…or manage resources that have a wide
geographical spread.
Fisher et al. (2008, p. 27) counter some of the critiques of CBNRM by stating that
heterogeneity is not an excuse for ignoring the potential of CBNRM, that conflicts
can be and must be managed…and that developing institutional mechanisms to deal
with conflict should be a major focus of intervention. Advocating CBNRM does not
assume that communities are homogeneous, it merely states that NRM needs to be
associated with a locally resident population rather than with remote authorities.
Fisher at al. (2008) state that what is needed is a balance between demonizing the practices
of local people in relation to the environment, and romanticising them. Regardless, Agrawal
and Gibson (1999) suggest that small and relatively homogeneous communities would still
find it difficult to withstand external threats or manage resources distributed over a wide
geographical area. Li (2002) highlights the potentially adversarial role of the state in the
CBNRM context in her statement that “where citizens are… up against ‘vicious states’, the
potential for CBNRM to empower them is very limited.” (p.278). Fisher et al. (2008)
emphasise that “…without secure access and genuinely devolved decision-making authority,
CBNRM is unlikely to allow significant use of resources and will tend to ignore the interests
of the poor” (p.35).

Brosius et al. (1998) also highlight the importance of examining how CBNRM approaches can
be used by international donors and developers as a disciplinary tool for national and
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regional planning. They ask the question “how have multilateral institutions and bilateral
lending agencies influenced national governments to enforce community based natural
resource management by decree?” (ibid., p.163). The deployment of CBNRM approaches in
the development context thus needs critical examination to trace the underlying origins and
intentions of such approaches.

Fisheries Co-Management
Mansfield (2004) highlights how historically, oceans have been sites for resource extraction,
and that the move away from open access and “freedom of the seas” has only emerged in
recent decades as the resource of new economic and environmental policy drivers have
taken effect. Mansfield states that historically there has been continual tension between the
openness of access of the oceans and the desire for territorialisation, particularly of coastal
waters (p.314). The use of command and control methods in fisheries management was a
response to this context of open access, however it is this command and control approach
that is now considered by some to be in crisis, on account of the lack of legitimacy of the top
down approach, leading to low compliance, ineffective regulations, and high monitoring and
enforcement costs (Holm et al., 2000, p. 353). Fisheries co-management thus forms a
response to the command-and-control crisis.

In this light, fisheries co-management is seen as “…the only realistic solution for the majority
of the world’s fisheries” (Gutierrez, et al., 2011, p. 1). Gutierrez et al. (2011) list the potential
advantages of fisheries co-management as including an “…enhanced sense of ownership
encouraging responsible fishing; greater sensitivity to local socioeconomic and ecological
restraints; improved management through use of local knowledge; collective ownership by
users in decision making; increased compliance with regulations through peer pressure; and
better monitoring, control and surveillance by fishers” (ibid.). In their review of 130 comanaged fisheries, these authors found that certain factors were more influential upon comanagement success, with strong leadership the most important, followed by individual or
community quotas, social cohesion and protected areas. Less important conditions
identified by these authors included enforcement mechanisms, long-term management
policies and life history of the resources (ibid., p.1).
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Customary Marine Resource Tenure
Customary sea tenure or marine resource tenure (or CMRT as it referred to hereafter) is
another unique case in the collaborative resource management toolkit that is worthy of
specific examination as it forms the foundation of collaborative management in the aquatic
sphere. CMRT has a long history among coastal communities. Aswani (2005) describes
customary sea tenure as “…a situation in which particular groups of people (eg individuals,
clans, tribes, etc) have informal or formal rights to coastal areas and in which their historical
rights to use and access marine resources are, in principle, exclusionary, enforceable and
transferrable (Ruddle, 1996) either on a conditional or permanent basis” (p.287). Aswani
notes that “entitlements to sea space are not only characterised by rights to geographical
space but can also encompass rights to specific habitats, technologies, and species, or a
combination of these (ibid., p.289). Govan (2009) highlights the historical importance of
CMRT arrangements as a resource management strategy in the Pacific region, in his
statement that “...customary marine tenure was probably the norm in most coastal
communities with the exception of perhaps the relatively few areas where marine resources
did not play an important role in life” (p.23).

CMRT approaches are currently experiencing a renaissance in interest due to their historical
significance and success, and the desire of current practitioners to find innovative
approaches to current resource management problems.

Aswani (2005) states that

“significant insights can be gained from studying the socio-economic and cultural processes
that make or break long-standing fishery rights-based systems. Yet, many fishery scientists
and economists have…ignored mounting ethnographic evidence that suggests that localised
and largely community-oriented rights-based fishery management systems around the
world, albeit context-dependent, can sustain biological resources and be successfully
adapted to modern fisheries management” (p.287).

The End of CMRT?
Brandon and Wells (1992, p. p.565) describe the common causes of collapse of indigenous
natural resource management systems as occurring under the following conditions:
(i)
(ii)
(iii)

there is a substantial increase in the local population;
the area available for exploitation is substantially reduced;
a few commodities increase in value and become more heavily exploited.
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These factors ring true to fisheries through increased participants in fishing with population
increase from reproduction and in-migration to coastal areas, as well as substantial price
increases in fisheries products driving ever-increasing fishing effort. Impacts such as coastal
pollution and development also have the capacity to reduce the area available for
exploitation via both physical restrictions as well as impacts on productivity from water
quality.

Christie and White (2007) state that “Most traditional management systems have been
undermined for too long by colonial and globalizing economic systems in most contexts.”
(p.184). CMRT has been commonly viewed as obsolete in today’s modern fisheries
management landscape due to the adverse impacts of globalisation which has brought hightech fisheries techniques and fishing effort from distant places to the sites of traditional
management, interrupting their effectiveness in the process. CMRT relies on the success of
local governance structures, which require the maintenance of local influence over
resources in order to be successful. Increased demand for fisheries products coupled with
increased efficiency of global trade, communications and commodity networks mean it is
now simple for high value products for one national consumer market to be met through
cheap access to natural resources and labour in another. Live reef fish trade operations
throughout SE Asia for Chinese markets are a case in point in this regard.

Reinventing Local Custodianship
In spite of such globalised influences undermining CMRT, progressive scholars and
practitioners are now advocating for the use of modernised approaches to CMRT. Defeo
(2007) states that “Scientists and policy-makers must learn from the various forms of
community-based management followed for centuries by traditional fisher communities and
not assume that traditional approaches must be discarded, as opposed to updated” (p.15).
Innovative approaches such as the Locally Managed Marine Area (LMMA) approach have
attempted this extensively within the Pacific Island nations. Govan (2009) states that the use
of LMMA approaches in the South Pacific now spans 15 independent countries and
territories and over 500 communities, with the main driver in most cases being “a
community desire to maintain or improve livelihoods, often related to perceived threats to
food security or local economic revenue” (p.2). Among the reported benefits of LMMA
approaches include the following: improved biodiversity conservation, improved fishery
landings, more effective community-driven governance and community organisation,
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improved resilience and capacity to undertake adaptive management, improved local diet
through security of marine protein, social and human capital, cultural survival and security of
tenure (ibid. p.51).

Govan et al. (2009) note that the success of local management approaches such as
community conserved areas (CCAs) is heavily dependent on traditional tenure and
governance systems, thus care needs to be taken before undermining or reforming these
systems as to do so could be detrimental to sustainable environmental management. The
incidence of customary tenure in independent Melanesia and Polynesia is high, with 81 –
98% of land remaining under a form of customary tenure or individual right of access to land
through customary processes (excluding Tonga) (ibid., p.15). This key factor has implications
to the expansion of CBNRM or LMMA approaches to other regions with a different sociocultural history, and is a problem being considered by practitioners who seek to replicate the
successes of such small scale approaches to non-Pacific locales.

MPA Co-Management
Various models, including top-down, bottom-up, co-management, and traditional
management regimes, are utilized to implement MPAs (Christie & White, 1997). The choice
of model utilised is often influenced by a combination of factors including location, local
geographical influences such as history of traditional management regimes, capacity of
national implementing agencies, and influences upon them such as donor preferences.
Lundquist and Granek (2005) state that results from the first MPAs rarely discussed the
incorporation of socioeconomic issues or the planning process leading to MPA
implementation. However the evolution of MPA design has resulted in the incorporation of
more diverse stakeholder groups and management objectives (ibid., p.1772).

Some MPA practitioners identify the benefits of stakeholder involvement in MPA design as
being closely connected to improved management outcomes. Nowlis and Freelander (2004,
p. 129) state that
If they are involved early on in the process, exposed to and educated about scientific
deliberations, and ultimately held responsible for proposing and modifying reserve
designs, local communities and fishers are more likely to take ownership of reserves
and assist in both compliance and enforcement. When reserves have been
established without broad public support, they may be vulnerable to dismantling
when politics shift or in danger of never being created in the first place.
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Gutierrez (2011, p. 3) argues that the potential value of MPAs for improving fisheries
management depends on conditions such as proper incentives, decentralized institutional
arrangements and cohesive social organizations, factors which are more likely to occur
under co-management regimes. Regardless of the rationale for stakeholder involvement,
many practitioners agree that “… a high degree of community involvement does seem to be
a precondition for long-term success in areas where livelihood security is linked with the use
of natural resources for a large number of people”(Bawa et al., 2004, p. 859).

Combining Top Down and Bottom Up Approaches
Jones et al. (2011, p. iii) note the importance of combining top down, bottom up and market
approaches in order to achieve effective and equitable MPAs. They note the value of such an
integrated approach lies in the fact that it would permit a move away “… from ideological
debates about whether we should rely on the strong hand of state power, the ‘invisible
hand’ of market forces or the democratic hands of the people, and to consider how the
three approaches can be effectively combined” (ibid, p. viii). This ideological debate forms a
point of contention within MPA practice between practitioners and scholars who advocate
more strongly for a particular approach based upon their commitment to more communitybased or centralised processes. Regardless of the approach taken, enabling successful MPA
governance depends upon successfully overcoming old problems, such as “establishing a
clear and strong legal basis to enable well-integrated conservation efforts to be taken across
different sectors and jurisdictions” and “generating sufficient state capacity, political will and
resources for the enforcement of conservation laws and regulations” (ibid., p. xii).

Some scholars warn against the potential for MPA interventions to upset existing natural
resource management arrangements, despite the best of collaborative intentions. Jones and
Burgess (2005) note the implications of misunderstanding around collaborative MPAs, if
local people interpret an MPA as “representing central government appropriation through
the imposition of a regime which undermines local governance institutions” (p.229). They
caution that this misunderstanding when combined with a lack of state capacity to enforce
the MPA, could lead to competitive over-exploitation of the MPA’s resources where these
had previously been managed through local governance institutions (ibid.).
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Integrated Coastal Zone Management
Various scholars and practitioners emphasise the importance of utilising integrated coastal
zone management (ICZM) or integrated coastal management (ICM) approaches (Brown et
al., 2002), and of embedding MPAs within such approaches in order to increase their
effectiveness (Cicin-Sain & Belfiore, 2005). Brown et al. (2002) state that an ICZM approach
should be “… methodologically robust, transparent and understood by all stakeholders, that
can build bridges between stakeholders, and that overcomes the sometimes severe barriers
to collaborative management“ (p.121). They state that one of the significant advantages of
IZCM is that it permits both horizontal and vertical integration, where horizontal integration
refers to “…the inclusion of the multiple sectors involved in coastal zone management in the
decision making process” (ibid.), and vertical integration refers to collaboration across
scales.

There is good justification for building ICZM frameworks around MPAs; Cicin-Sain and
Belfiore (2005) warn that MPAs managed in isolation from their surrounding context are
vulnerable to natural resource development and exploitation occurring outside their area,
and to impacts from overfishing, alteration and destruction of habitats, and water pollution
in particular (p.847). They state that MPA management should be integrated with ICM
governance, and “…in cases where no ICM institutions have been put into place, MPA
managers will need to relate to sectoral institutions concerned with watershed
management, fisheries, tourism, maritime transportation, etc” (ibid, p. 853). The kind of
horizontal and vertical integration inherent in this approach may be difficult to achieve
where existing governance methods utilise ingrained operational pathways that are
divergent to those advocated via ICZM approaches. In countries where top-down
governance is the norm, trying to facilitate the adoption of horizontal integration between
management authorities may prove difficult if they are traditionally rewarded for upward
loyalty only.

Model Approaches to MPA Management
Discussion of the choice of management approach used in MPA management also raises
questions about the suitability of the use of model approaches in the MPA context. Two
principal issues are evident: firstly, the suitability of a model approach to a particular
context, and second, the degree of adaptation achieved through use of a model approach.
The issues with horizontal integration cited above required for ICZM approaches are a case
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in point of the former, and raises questions about how much a particular approach can bend
to fit its context before it must be recognised as ineffective. With regards to the latter
example, it is recognised in the conservation literature that over the last few decades there
has been a succession of generalised, monolithic conservation models developed by large
international conservation organisations (Bawa, et al., 2004, p. 859). Such models are often
implemented by the local units of these international organisations, however the local units
often perpetuate the ideas, myths and approaches developed by centralised parental units
rather than encouraging innovation and integration of approaches, and strengthening of
local formal and informal institutions at multiple scales (ibid., p. 860). Thus the very system
that is intended to produce adaptive management can be rendered ineffective by its own
tendency to adhere to prescriptive and internally focussed approaches.

Participation: Problems with Practice
Participatory approaches to NRM are not without their critics and legacy of well-intentioned
but poorly performing participatory interventions. Jones and Burgess (2005) state that
criticism of participation and co-management is “based on their potential to undermine local
governance institutions through their top-down imposition” (p.229). Berkes (2007)
elaborates further on the problems with co-management approaches as caused by “the
nature of power sharing…that often makes partnerships problematic” as “typically the less
powerful actors are left out of shared decision making” (p.24). Co-management, and
decentralization in general, often lead to reinforcement of local elite power or to
strengthening of state control (Berkes, 2009, p. 1692). Wells (2003, p. 72) emphasises issues
around the definition of community in participatory conservation projects, stating that
“communities living in and around parks have revealed themselves as no more united and
predictable than communities found anywhere else in the world” as “communities
everywhere are made up of different interest groups, loyalties and influences”, and that
”increasing local participation in decision making… has often been undermined by the
practical need to work with and through local leaders who operate in a manner far removed
from any democratic ideals imported by projects”. The existing context that a project is
brought into may fit more or less with the participatory and power sharing intentions of a
co-management approach.
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Critiques of Decentralisation
The application of participatory approaches in developing countries has been subject to
various critiques, including claims they may be controlled by local elites, may exclude
marginal actors including women, and could result in the manipulation of local knowledge by
external interests (Mosse, 2004). Vandergeest and Wittapayak (2010, p. 5) note that a
common problem of decentralisation of NRM is that “…very little significant power is
actually transferred, while it is quite evident that devolved power is often concentrated in
the hands of small groups of local elites”. Murphree (1991, p. 6) notes that the
relinquishment of authority runs contrary to “the bureaucratic impulse to retain authority
centrally, and the establishment of communal natural resource management regimes will
require strong policy directives to overcome this tendency". Thus the trend to implement
decentralised or participatory approaches to NRM faces undermining by current elites, and
exploitation from those able to capture benefits from new opportunities created by such
interventions.

Ribot (2002, p. 7) describes how meaningful decentralisation can be resisted by political
leaders and civil servants as they fear losing economic benefits, including rent-seeking
opportunities that result from the control they have over natural resources and the power
they have through their administrative responsibilities. He suggests that where cash is in
short supply, there is no reason to expect that local authorities will not convert natural
wealth into financial wealth, and that “communities may act like private corporations when
benefits far outweigh perceived immediate costs” (ibid.). Thus a change in the
apportionment of control over a natural resource may alter the local power relationships
over that resource in a way that either reduces the benefit of local elites thus winning their
opposition, or increases benefits to them, which they may be tempted to exploit.

Berkes (2007, p. 25) notes that there are many ideas about how to overcome power
imbalances to achieve equity, but “…there are large barriers to overcome, barriers that are
embedded in broader social relationships”. He suggests the idea that successful comanagement ultimately depends on traditions of self-organisation and problem solving. The
outcome of this assumption is that where few such traditions exist, then implementation of
co-management may struggle. An enabling policy environment may assist by creating
conditions that are conducive to participatory management, just as the absence of such
supporting context may disable newly emerging ACM processes. Brockington (2003, p. 29)
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suggests that the challenge of using a participatory strategy is “to understand who will win
and who will lose from whatever solutions conservation offers.”

Wells (2003, p. 9) shows how the commitment to participation within projects can be more
“rhetoric than real, with participation simply being seen by project managers as another
requirement they have to comply with”. In a worst case scenario, participation may be
limited to nothing more than explaining to local people what a project intends to do. Wells
suggests that the best way to reveal the extent of genuine participation is to ask who gets to
participate in what, and how and when they get to participate (ibid.).

The Importance of Local Context
The success of a given co-management intervention is highly dependent on its adaptation to
local influencing factors. Tyler states that co-management options available for a given
context depend on the interaction of several factors: the nature of the resource, local rights
to the resource, the institutions governing those rights and decision making, and how the
resources are exploited (Tyler, 2006, p. 7). Where the system of rights, institutions and
management practices is unclear due to the nature of the resource (eg. mobility of aquatic
organisms), resource tenure may also be unclear and management control of this resource
may be harder to achieve (ibid.).

Doubleday (2007) identifies the role of intercultural contexts forming a basis for comanagement, as in the case of relations between indigenous and non-indigenous peoples.
She writes that in such a context, “…there is reason to expect that culture must play a part in
co-management, in terms of power, practice and norms” and that within this framework, “it
is reasonable to anticipate that culture may drive adaptation” (ibid., p.231). She notes that
the asymmetries of power evident between formal co-management implementers, the
former colonial power, and indigenous communities can lead to a loss of faith in and a lack
of cooperation with the formal co-management system. The existing dynamics of culture
and politics, as well as the role of colonial forces in the history of a site, will all impact upon
how local people are able to engage within an ACM framework of resource management.

Pomeroy (2007, p. 175) identifies three sets of factors as affecting successful comanagement: those external to the community such as enabling legislation, supportive
government administrative structures, markets, demographic and technological change;
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those occurring within the community including the physical and social environment; and
those at the individual or household level, as the individual still has to choose to carry out
co-management. Management related variables such as clear objectives, accountability,
enforcement, adequate fiscal support, and conflict resolution mechanisms are also
influential to co-management success (Berkes, et al., 2007, p. 316). Berkes et al. (2007)
conclude that “…the success of co-management ultimately depends on the development of
human relationships and institutional arrangements” and that “…co-managers need to
understand that failure to facilitate social interactions may result in failure of the comanagement process itself” (ibid. p.310).

Regulation and Livelihoods
Discussion of management of common pool resources in the last fifty years has been defined
by Hardin’s argument about the tragedy of the commons. Hardin (1968) argued that where
individuals had unrestricted access to resources, they would maximise their use of it for the
greatest individual benefit and to the detriment of the resource. In his analysis, Hardin uses
the example of herdsmen each adding greater numbers of cattle to their herd in order to
maximise their gain from a commons grazing land, where ”Each man is locked into a system
that compels him to increase his herd without limit -- in a world that is limited” (ibid.
p.1244).
Ostrom (2008) points out that Hardin was assuming that open access commons are the
same as commons that are the joint property of a community. Ostrom states that while
Hardin’s suggestion that valuable open access common-pool resources could be
overharvested was valid, the assumption of an inevitable tragedy around all common-pool
resources was too sweeping (p.3). Dietz et al. (2003) expand on Hardin’s oversimplification:
“He claimed that only two state-established institutional arrangements—centralized
government and private property—could sustain commons over the long run, and he
presumed that resource users were trapped in a commons dilemma, unable to create
solutions” (p.1907). Hardin’s analysis misses the point that many social groups have avoided
resource degradation through the development and maintenance of self-governing
institutions (ibid.).

Ostrom (2008) further defines the difference between the commons and common pool
resources as follows. "Commons refer to systems...in which it is difficult to limit access, but
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one person's use does not subtract a finite quantity from another's use. In contrast,
common-pool resources are sufficiently large that it is difficult, but not impossible, to define
recognized users and exclude other users altogether. Further, each person's use of such
resources subtracts benefits that others might enjoy”(p.3). Ostrom describes examples of
common-pool resources such as fisheries, forests, irrigation systems, groundwater basins,
pastures and grazing systems, lakes, oceans, and the Earth's atmosphere. Open access
resources are those common-pool resources that anyone can enter and/or harvest, and thus
are at risk of overharvest and depletion (ibid).

Institutions can be seen as sets of formal and informal rules and norms that shape
interactions of humans with others and nature (Agrawal & Gibson, 1999, p. 637). Dietz et al.
(2003) state that locally evolved institutional arrangements governed by stable communities
and buffered from outside forces have sustained resources successfully for centuries
(p.1907). They recognise that while these locally developed institutions may not always
succeed, neither do Hardin’s preferred alternatives of private or state ownership (ibid.).
Commons research has shown that markets and private property arrangements, and public
ownership and central state management, do not exhaust the range of plausible institutional
mechanisms to govern natural resource use (Ostrom, 1990).

Common Property and Fisheries Management
Ciriacy-Wantrup & Bishop (1975, p. 714) state that the two most common mainstream policy
responses to the perceived “tragedy of the commons” were to make a common property
resource private property of individual resource users who, via the invisible hand of the
market, would manage the resource in society’s best interest. Alternatively, the problem
could be solved by government intervention, either via taxes and subsidies designed to bring
private and social costs into balance, or via direct government control of inputs or outputs or
both (ibid.) These assumptions underpinned fisheries management through the 20th century,
and are still held in high regard as best practice by many fisheries managers today. The
assumption underlying the creation of such rights is that where a fishery was open to all, no
individual fisher has the economic incentive to conserve fish for future harvest or to invest in
the fishery’s maintenance (Eagle & Thompson, 2003, p. 650).
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Neoliberal Fisheries Governance
The neoliberal form of fisheries governance is based on the idea that open access regimes
create economic disincentives to efficient and environmentally conservative actions, and
advocated enclosure of the oceans through privatization (Mansfield, 2004, p. 315).
Mansfield (2004) suggests that, by the turn of the millennium, fisheries governance was
being underpinned by the neoliberal notion of creating market incentives by specifying the
right to fish as property.

This fact has led to the propagation of strong regulatory

approaches to the management of fisheries, including use of command and control
approaches or individual transferable quotas.

Eagle et al. (2003, p. 650) state that most developed nations have turned to regulation
(government property) as their chosen answer to overfishing due to the political and
administrative obstacles to private property regimes. However despite decades of
regulation, overfishing continues to be a problem. Ostrom (2008, p. 2) identifies one of the
reasons for mixed results of common-pool resource management is because of advocacy
about a single idealized solution for all of these resources, that does not take into account
the vast differences between these resources. Ostrom’s advice applies equally to the field of
fisheries management due to the countless variation in species, ecosystem, fishing
technique and fisheries sociology (the social aspects of those undertaking the fishing itself)
that can affect management outcomes. Regulations, rules and institutions all need to be
able to change in order to reflect changes upon the system being managed.

Issues with Top-Down Regulation
The conclusions of Dietz et al. (2003) lend weight to support for the use of more adaptive
and flexible approaches within fisheries management. Top-down regulation is recognised to
be unreliable due to the considerable cost of enforcement (Agrawal, 2003). Agrawal states
that “When resources devoted to enforcement of institutions are limited, resource use
patterns are far more likely to diverge from what rules specify” (p.257).

Much

environmental regulation in complex societies has been “command and control”, whereby
governments require or prohibit specific actions or technologies with fines or jail terms
applicable to punish rule breakers (Dietz, et al., 2003). However such approaches to
regulation may be ineffective when governments lack the will or resources to protect
protected areas, where environmental damage is derived from hard to detect non-point
sources, and when the need is to encourage innovation in behaviours or technologies rather
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than to require or prohibit familiar ones (ibid, p. 1909). Yield-controlled “command-andcontrol” resource management approaches do not respond well to the dynamic and nonlinear nature of ecological systems, and this weakness is compounded by the fact that
centralised bureaucracies are limited in their ability to respond to changing conditions
(Armitage, et al., 2007, p. 1).
All of the issues with command-and-control responses build the case for the use of more
flexible and adaptive approaches in aquatic resource management. Hilborn (2007, p. 287)
states that this is resulting in a tension within fisheries management “...between those who
propose solving fisheries problems by increasing levels of regulation, and those who believe
that changing incentives is the solution”. He notes that by the late 1980’s, an awareness was
emerging among fishery managers that attempts to achieve sustainable fisheries by telling
fishermen when, where and how many fish of what size they could catch were destined to
fail.

Mansfield (2004) states that around the same time, scholars in anthropology, geography and
related social science disciplines began to promote the commons as a potential solution to
resource problems instead of casting it as the underlying cause as per the fisheries
economists’ views. The “benefits of the commons” model of the former appeared to directly
contradict the “tragedy of the commons” model of the latter (ibid., p. 318). Scholars such as
Dietz et al. (2003) have suggested a way around this dichotomy is to utilise a mix of
institutional types, such as hierarchies, markets and community self-governance, that
employ a variety of decision rules to change incentives, increase information, monitor use,
and induce compliance (p.1910). One of the advantages of such an approach, they claim, is
that “innovative rule evaders can have more trouble with a multiplicity of rules than with a
single type of rule” (ibid.).

Other scholar-practitioners warn against the blanket application of imported western
models and approaches to fisheries management in tropical developing contexts. Ruddle
and Hickey (2008, p. 566) state that the underlying cause of failure of development in
tropical near-shore fisheries is the projection of policies and programs based on Western
models and approaches into areas for which they are inherently unsuited. They suggest that
this stems from an underlying and continuing legacy of an unfortunate history of colonialism
and cultural imperialism that is still demonstrated in donor and development agency
behaviour (ibid.)

55

Social Objectives and Local Institutions
Hilborn (2007) states that there is now recognition that the key to achieving fisheries
objectives is setting incentives to align benefits for fishermen with social objectives (p. 277).
He notes that within the consensus that fishermen respond to incentives, there exists
considerable disagreement on social objectives and thus on what the appropriate incentives
are (ibid., p.289). These social objectives are deserving of much greater attention and
deliberation as they are needed to guide managers through the trade-off between yield,
employment and maintenance of pristine ecosystems which lies at the heart of management
intervention outcomes (ibid, p. 294).

Johnson et al. (2005, p. 71) suggest that in order to grasp the diversity, complexity and
dynamics of fish capture and its governance it is necessary to shift between the global and
the local positions, while recognising their interactions and overlaps. The issues raised by
these scholars suggest that management interventions need to be based around local
context, including reference to historical evidence of successful local institutions, and
adaptive to adequately deal with changes within that context, highlighting the importance of
adaptive management approaches once again.

Global Forces affecting Fisheries
Chuenpagdee et al. (2005, p. 27) claim that the tragedy of the commons metaphor fails to
capture the real governance issue in fisheries, as the issue is not that governance is absent in
dealing with the commons, but that new driving forces have developed that are surpassing
the capacity of the old management systems and putting new pressures on the natural and
social systems. They state that the external driving forces for increased exploitation of
fisheries include over-investment in fishing fleets, the influx of people to coastal areas, the
expanding demand due to population increase and better market access, and more efficient
capture technologies and vessels, and that these are in turn the result of globalisation (ibid.).

Global increases in fishing exploitation since the end of World War Two reflect the effects of
these forces as the result of increased globalisation. At the beginning of the 1950’s, less
than 5 percent of global marine fisheries resources were maximally exploited or
overexploited (ibid.). According to the FAO (2010, p. 8), the proportion of overexploited,
depleted or recovering stocks increased from 10 percent in 1974 to 32 percent in 2008. This
trend in overfishing reflects increasing demand resulting from globalisation, which raised
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international fish prices, intensified effort, and expanded commodification to previously
untapped supply sources in the form of fishing areas and fish species not previously linked to
the global market (Chuenpagdee, et al., 2005, p. 28). Capitalist development has
transformed fisheries in ways which threaten coastal livelihoods, employment and social
relations (ibid, p. 30). Globally, fisheries are now characterised by decreasing fishing stocks
and increasing overexploitation as the result of these forces of change, and MPAs attempt to
establish marine conservation amid these increasing pressures.

Coasts and Livelihoods
Enforcement of boundarised regulations is more difficult in the aquatic environment than on
land. Aquatic coastal areas can be open access, or may be subject to locally agreed norms
around resource use that are not recognised by formal legal arrangements. This increased
complexity is identified in a recent review of the IUCN protected area categories system
which states that “more often than not, marine areas are considered to be ‘the commons’ to
which all users have a right to both use and access, and that tenure is rarely applicable in the
marine environment;” and “Controlling entry to, and activities in, MPAs is frequently
particularly difficult (and often impossible) to regulate or enforce, and boundaries or
restrictions over external influences can rarely be applied” (WCPA, 2008, p. 69).

Jones (2011, p. 8) notes that some users consider the marine realm to be one of the last of
the commons and are culturally resistant to restrictions on freedom of access compared to
terrestrial areas where private property rights and restrictions on access are comparatively
better accepted. Marine environments are also more ecologically complex and variable than
terrestrial ecosystems, and less is known about the structure and function of marine
ecosystems, and all these factors combine to make MPA governance more difficult than its
terrestrial counterpart (ibid., p. 6).

The fluidity of the coastal environment, the complexity of coastal habitats, and the richness
of the natural resources occurring there make these areas inherently attractive for
subsistence or income generating activities, whatever the regulatory regime may be. The
effectiveness of an MPA in achieving its biodiversity conservation goals is dependent on the
effective restriction or prohibition of extractive activities such as fishing. Developed
countries typically have larger budgets for MPA operations such as compliance in order to
enforce regulations, as well as to fund buy-out of displaced fishing effort around MPAs, than

57

do developing countries. Enforcement of regulations governing aquatic resource use in
developing countries is thus highly likely to be complicated by the local population’s high
dependence on the use of these resources for subsistence and livelihood needs.

When viewed from the broader coastal zone perspective, MPAs constitute another form of
regulatory influence operating in an already-complex set of natural resource management
systems. They are embedded within an existing matrix of social interactions, livelihood
activities and surrounding contexts of environmental change. Traditionally MPAs are seen to
be threatened by the effects of factors outside of park boundaries such as overfishing,
pollution and habitat destruction (Ehler, 2005) rather than viewing such management issues
as a partial result of the MPA’s own isolated and internally focused management. Thus an
MPA could appear to be an island of protection surrounded by a sea of unrelated activities,
and this lack of connectivity with its surrounding context weakens its effectiveness. The MPA
is but one component in the broader coastal mosaic of interconnecting activities and
ecosystems, and MPA management needs to connect with this surrounding context
appropriately in order to be effective.

Small-Scale Fisheries
Small-scale fisheries provide a source of livelihoods, protein and income stability in rural
coastal communities globally. FAO (2010, p. 10) estimates that small scale fisheries
contribute more than half of the world’s marine and inland fish catch, almost all of which is
destined for direct human consumption. These fisheries employ more than 90 per cent of
the world’s 35 million capture fishers and they support another 84 million people employed
in jobs associated with fish processing, distribution and marketing (ibid.). Small scale
fisheries also generate significant seasonal employment for rural people in developing
countries, and are well recognised for their contribution to the employment of women in
both primary and secondary activities associated with small scale fisheries (ibid.). Bene et al.
(2007, p. 2) state that fish provides 19 per cent of the protein intake in developing countries,
increasing to more than 25 per cent in the poorest countries, and can be as high as 90 per
cent in isolated coastal or inland areas or in small island developing states. As a source of
livelihood, small scale fisheries provide benefit and flexibility due to their capacity to
generate significant profits, prove resilient to shocks and crises, and make meaningful
contributions to poverty alleviation and food security (ibid.).
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Impacts of Globalisation on Fisheries
Small scale coastal fisheries sit at the centre of a vortex of surrounding change that has
occurred in coastal areas in recent decades, at the same time that globalisation of fisheries
industries has taken effect. The impacts of globalisation on fishing have been profound, as
vastly improved communication and transportation systems, dissemination of technology,
along with improved integration between previously distant people and nations have
promoted improved governance of commerce and increased effectiveness of international
trade (Taylor et al, 2007). The increase in fishers’ abilities to harvest and market fish
products locally and globally as a result of the effects of globalisation has led to an increase
in fishing pressure on commercially targeted fish stocks as fishers are increasingly able to
meet increasing consumer demand (ibid., p.26).

Where globalisation has improved the fishing industry’s ability to harvest, store, process,
and market fish products, it has also been associated with the degradation of aquatic
ecosystems as demands for fresh water increase, and exotic aquatic species are spread via
transportation networks (ibid, p. 23). Kooiman and Baavinck (2005, p. 13) note that the
globalisation of regulatory control in capture fisheries has resulted in a burgeoning body of
rules and guidelines affecting fisheries at all levels, thereby creating complicated and often
confusing regulatory patterns. Pre-existing arrangements that regulate access to marine
resources are challenged and undermined as a result of globalisation, resulting in turn in
increased competition and livelihood insecurity (Chuenpagdee, et al., 2005, p. 34). This
increasing regulatory complexity and potential effect on fishing-related livelihoods supports
the statement of Chuenpagdee et al. that social justice is a key issue in fisheries, as the
distribution of power and income and the allocation of rights change in relation to access to
resources (p. 25).

Formerly isolated fishers are now connected with global commodity networks that move
fisheries products from areas of regional supply to global demand. The impact of these
global changes is compounded by corresponding increases in fishing efficiency, resulting
from the increased effectiveness of fishing gears and techniques, and the spread of highly
efficient low-cost fishing technologies into small scale fisheries. Thus the methods of both
fish capture and transport to market have improved over the same time period, resulting in
unprecedented rapid increases in fishing effort by this fishing sector. Increased competition
between industrial fishing and small scale fishing has also increased in locations where there
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are no area restrictions on fishing or where there is weak enforcement, and industrial fishers
are able to move into inshore waters and outcompete small scale fishers (Chuenpagdee, et
al., 2005, p. 29).

Impacts on the Coastal Zone
Small scale fisheries have also faced pressure from changing land use in the coastal zone, as
globalisation has brought new sources of capital into coastal areas that have traditionally
been used for small scale fishing and associated village life. Coastal zones in tropical
developing countries of the Asia-Pacific used to be isolated spaces of localised resource
harvest and use, with little connection to external influences. Now coastal areas are sites of
tourism and urbanisation, which bring with them higher demand on local natural resources
as more people seek to make a living from them and the local area, and increased
population causes physical habitat damage and water quality impacts from runoff, sewage
discharge and sedimentation. For many coastal people in the developing world, living on the
coast is a necessity and the quality of life is not always high, particularly for unskilled
workers who migrate to the coast from inland areas in search of livelihood opportunities
(Chuenpagdee, et al., 2005, p. 26). The people in such communities are often marginalised
and can have little bargaining power in relation to access to resources or participation in
management (ibid.).

The Growth of Small Scale Fishing
Small scale fishers have faced increasing competition from within their own sector that has
continued to grow rapidly against this backdrop of increasing external demands and impacts.
Fishing effort in Asian coastal fisheries has dramatically increased in recent decades with a
doubling in fishing vessels reported between 1976 to 2000 (Srinivasan et al., 2010, p. 194)
which suggests decreased stock sustainability and has implications for livelihood and
nutritional security in fishery-dependent areas (Allison, 2001). Small-scale fisheries in SE
Asia have also faced increasing competition for space with aquaculture development. Bene
at al. (2007) note that the small scale fishing sector is being made increasingly vulnerable as
the result of increasing conflicts with other coastal land users.

The relationship between small scale fisheries and poverty has been well documented. Bene
et al. (2007, p. 24) highlight that for the majority of households involved in fishing activities
in developing countries, fishing does not generate a high economic return, but instead helps
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to sustain household livelihoods and prevent them from falling deeper into deprivation.
Small scale fisheries are recognised for their ability to provide a critical safety net for
vulnerable households when they face a sudden decline in income, for example if the head
of a household loses another principal income source (ibid.). Bene et al. note that the
poverty indicators commonly observed in small scale fishing communities such as
inadequate services, low level of education, politically poorly organized communities, and
vulnerability are not necessarily directly or only related to resource or catch levels but
reflect wider issues of rural poverty and lack of economic, political and institutional
development that affect rural areas in which fishing communities tend to live (ibid., p.9).

Poverty Prevention and Open Access
Bene et al.(2007, p. 26) suggest that from a poverty prevention point of view, open access is
the key mechanism that permits the safety valve of fisheries to function, thus allowing
people to engage in the sector. They note the future potential for conflict between the
safety net function of small scale fisheries as a poverty prevention tool and the need for
greater access control over resources for sustainability reasons and to increase their wealthgenerating potential is likely to lead to trade-offs between these goals. Countering the
tenuous position of small scale fisheries in the coastal zone is the desire of fisheries
managers to rebuild fish stocks, and biodiversity conservation specialists to achieve more
protection of aquatic ecosystems. Worm et al. (2009) state that the rebuilding of small scale
fisheries is a significant challenge in developing countries, where most fishers do not have
access to alternative sources of food, income and employment. Regional capacity to manage
inshore fisheries degradation is also an issue where top-down national regimes are evident,
as local and regional officials and users may have insufficient autonomy and understanding
to design effective institutions (Dietz, et al., 2003, p. 1907).

Improved management

outcomes that appease all of these different management agendas will thus be hard to
achieve in developing countries with high dependence on small scale fisheries for livelihood
opportunities.

Livelihoods and Marine Protected Areas
Fishing-based livelihoods are recognised for their diversity in utilising other compatible
livelihood options when they are available and when the need arises. Johnson et al. (2005)
state that “the maintenance of livelihoods in capture fisheries involves recourse to a wide
range of interrelated activities, of which the catching of fish is just one. And, while fish
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capture may be of central importance to fisher livelihoods, it depends on the other activities
that buffer it and support it” (p.84). Livelihood diversity has the advantage of reducing
livelihood uncertainty. Bene et al. (2007) note how for small scale fishers living in remote
rural areas, there can be few other sources of alternative livelihood and employment of
significant potential to contribute to livelihood strategies.

The issue of sustaining livelihoods has gained greater prominence in the literature in recent
years, with scholars such as Cernea (2006, p. 11) identifying the need for “doublesustainability” that ensures both the sustainability of people’s livelihood as well as the
sustainability of biodiversity, in order to pursue a more sound notion of conservation. It is
recognised however that there are trade-offs between efforts to achieve greater
sustainability of a given resource and deriving higher livelihoods from the same resource
(Agrawal & Benson, 2011, p. 207). While the long term livelihood benefits that may be
derived from biodiversity conservation, the immediate term impacts on local people have
the potential to be “livelihood wrecking”, long before any ultimate benefits may be realised
(Cernea, 2006, p. 16). This factor has resulted in the prevalence of, and justification for,
alternative livelihoods interventions to be associated with biodiversity conservation projects.

Alternative Livelihoods Justified
Alternative livelihoods interventions are justified with the argument that, as resources are
shifted away from those who are restricted from accessing the resource, other resources
should be shifted back to them through access to an alternative and sustainable means of
livelihood (Cernea, 2006, p. 20). The immediate objective of this compensation/substitution
approach is to reduce the economic burden on those people who would otherwise have few
alternative means of livelihood beyond continued exploitation of the resources within a
protected area (Brandon & Wells, 1992). The underlying assumption behind alternative
livelihoods interventions is that the provision of alternative sources of livelihood to
communities in or near protected areas will ultimately reduce pressure on the exploitation
of resources in these areas (Wells & McShane, 2004, p. 12). This idea is expanded upon by
Ireland (2004, p. 7) thus:
The idea driving alternative livelihoods is that they create an incentive for people to
stop their current unsustainable livelihood activities and move into another activity
which is sustainable. For this to work the alternative needs to be more economically
profitable. However as this study shows, profitability is not the only factor. Attitudes
to risk, access to assets, vulnerability and institutional influences all influence the
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way people make decisions. As a result, the concept of alternatives becomes much
more complex.
Alternatives are commonly proposed that attempt to either increase incomes, reduce costs,
or provide access to new ways of earning a living, such as low interest loans, improved
access to markets, promotion of non-rural enterprises, new skills training or provision of
technical inputs (Brandon & Wells, 1992, p. 561). Brandon and Wells highlight the inherent
problem within the compensation/substitution approach is that it assumes that most poor
households have a fixed income need and that if this need can be met, then the poor will
stop their environmentally destructive practices (ibid., p. 563). There is little basis for this
assumption as most poor households, and possibly non-poor ones too, are not satisfied with
their existing income levels and will often try to maximise household income when the
opportunity presents itself (ibid.). Alternative livelihoods interventions are based around the
assumption that they will be able to replace the existing livelihoods, but in practice this is
often proved to be unachievable, due to the types of influencing factors identified by
Brandon and Wells (1992) and Ireland (2004).

Issues with Alternatives
Fisher et al. (2005, p. 25) reflect on the complexity of this endeavour, stating that the
economic benefits generated by alternative livelihoods interventions have often been
insufficient, either as an incentive or as an alternative, to prevent the activities placing
pressure on resources within a protected area as “…few projects have been able to provide
the range of income-generating, labour-intensive activities that satisfy the livelihood needs
of local inhabitants”. Additional complications to alternative livelihoods interventions
include inequitable distribution of benefits, where these benefits are captured by the
wealthiest people in a community rather than the poorest, and where new livelihood
activities conflict with existing permitted livelihoods (ibid.).

Fisher et al. (2005, p. 118) argue that in cases of extremely high conservation value where
state controlled protected areas are seen as the most viable solution, provision must be
made for local people to receive meaningful compensation and to be provided with
meaningful alternative livelihood options that are acceptable to them (Fisher, et al., 2008).
This focus on meaningful compensation and alternative livelihoods is an important caveat on
the use of these concepts in practice. Regardless of these caveats, Fisher et al. still insist that
the chances of success in these practices are slim as, in conservation practice, examples of
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effective compensation are rare and alternative activities and income have not been as
effective as hoped (ibid., p. 130). Ireland et al. (2004, p. 7) emphasize that the introduction
of alternatives alone will not necessarily bring about the change that is expected or desired,
rather that creating an enabling environment that enables people to live their lives in a
sustainable way is likely to have greater success in achieving sustainable use of resources,
than a series of stand-alone alternative livelihood projects.

Livelihoods Intervention in Coastal Communities
Livelihood enhancement and diversification among coastal fishing communities emerged in
the 1990s in response to doubts around the capacity of the fisheries sector to contribute to
livelihood sustainability, especially of the poor (Salagrama & Koriya, 2008, p. 7). The
assumptions behind these doubts failed to consider how fishing communities already harbor
a wealth of knowledge, experience and understanding about livelihood diversification, and
that any interventions need to take into account this existing understanding as it influences
the strategies adopted by different stakeholders in the livelihood decisions they make (ibid.).
Salagrama and Koriya state that external support mechanisms should draw upon these
existing strengths of the fishers in order for their livelihoods to become more effective and
sustainable, that they require
… a more nuanced understanding of the process of livelihood diversification, rather
than as a simple process of shifting people from one block to another. It must start
by developing the basic skills, knowledge and capacity of the fishers rather than by
presenting specific ideas for diversification followed up with efforts to make people
to relate to them which frequently boil down to fitting square pegs in round holes.
(ibid, p. 9).
Pollnac et al. (2001) state that four largely untested assumptions underlie the justification
for alternative livelihoods approaches in fishing communities:
(1) that fishing is employment of last resort;
(2) that fishers are amongst the poorest of the poor;
(3) that fishing is a dirty, hard, undesirable occupation; and
(4) that poor people care little about the type of job they have as long as they make
enough to live.
(Pollnac et al., 2001b, p. 532).
They note that the unsupported assumption that fishers are the poorest of the poor was
justification for many of the largely unsuccessful fishery development projects implemented
in developing countries from the 1960s to the 1980s that led to widespread overfishing
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(ibid., p. 543). This same flawed thinking is behind the current assumption that “…fishers will
gladly shift to another occupation if one is available as a means of taking the pressure off the
heavily exploited resources” (ibid.). The results of livelihood interventions in coastal
communities prove that this is seldom the case. However such statements are perpetuated
through “cookie cutter” project approaches, models that assume such livelihood change is
possible. Pollnac et al. (2001) state that a new set of assumptions need to inform livelihoods
intervention with small scale fishing communities: that fishers are not necessarily the
poorest of the poor, and that they obtain satisfaction from their job that may result in
resistance to changing their occupation (p. 543).

The key learning around alternative livelihoods interventions has largely occurred through
the integrated conservation and development programs focusing on terrestrial protected
areas, and small scale fishing community livelihoods development. However MPA practice
has not always been informed by the lessons learned from these bodies of knowledge. A
brief review of the literature on MPA practice reveals a comparative silence on the issue. In
their review of the impacts of MPAs on fishing communities, Mascia et al. (2010, p. 1428)
report as one of their conclusions that “ …current MPA practices negatively affect at least a
minority of fishers” but the issue of livelihoods replacement is not mentioned.

Evidence from MPA Reports
In their report on the contribution of MPAs to poverty reduction, Leisher et al. (2008)
examine the impact of alternative income generation (AIG) in several case study MPAs.
While they emphasise in the executive summary that “the MPAs’ greatest boost to
household incomes comes from new jobs, especially in tourism” (ibid., p. iv) one has to read
their report in entirety to find that the results of non-tourism AIG projects were
comparatively poor4. Such advice follows more than a decade of experience in MPA
alternative livelihoods programs, where the realities of attempting livelihoods replacement
were learned the hard way, across many sites, and with little acknowledgement of the
relative futility of their efforts.

Subsequent reports by The Nature Conservancy, the publisher of Leisher et al.’s (2008)
report, advocate for more careful analysis of influencing factors around alternative
livelihoods interventions. In their review of the state of knowledge on the links between
4

For more detail on the findings in this area, see Leisher et al. (2008) p.34.
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biodiversity conservation and poverty reduction, Leisher et al. (2010) defer to Pollnac, et al.
(2001) that successful alternative income projects were one of six factors identified as key to
the success of community-based MPAs (p. 706), thereby acknowledging the potential for
issues. An undated four page brochure on livelihoods approaches in MPAs suggests that
picking from a list of livelihood ideas may not be a successful approach, rather that
“researching and understanding existing community livelihood systems, and their influences
and constraints” is of greater importance (TNC, n.d., p. 4). However this advice follows a
suggested list of livelihood projects that includes “…fish aggregating devices, octopus
processing, seaweed farming, sea cucumber farming, shrimp farming, sand mining, sand
extraction, mud brick factory, development of coastal agriculture, pottery, cashew nut
factory processing, coconut collection and selling, casava growing and selling, small scale
cashew nut collection…” (ibid.).

Mixed messaging about the wisdom of relying upon alternative livelihoods interventions is
thus alive and well in the MPA promotional literature, and this is the same literature that is
used to promote MPAs in developing countries. This has implications in developing country
contexts where local project staff have limited specialist training in MPA management and
often rely on modular training approaches imported by bilateral donors from the global
north.

Jones et al. (2011) specifies the importance of market-driven incentives as “… economic
initiatives to support alternative, compatible livelihoods” (p. viii), one of three pillars of
successful MPA management, and identifies “seeking and promoting alternative livelihood
and economic development opportunities that are compatible with the achievement of the
biodiversity conservation objectives and can generate sustainable income for local people”
(p. xiv) as a key economic incentive. The report gives no further detail on how this may be
achieved. The alternative livelihoods approach appears entrenched within the MPA model,
and the results that can be achieved will in part depend upon the skills and abilities of
individual practitioners to negotiate the practical minefield that is livelihood replacement,
either in the presence or absence of appropriate advice and guidance. It can be safely
assumed that in the absence of prior experience with alternative livelihoods intervention,
many practitioners would be likely to repeat the mistakes of the past.
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Tourism
Tourism is awarded special examination in the alternative livelihoods debate due to the
frequency of its promotion as a strong alternative livelihood option among coastal
communities, in both the MPA literature and in MPA practice in Vietnam. Given the
emergence of a strong middle class in Vietnam and the popularity of fresh seafood
consumption as a part of the coastal tourism experience, it is not surprising that MPA
managers have placed high hopes on tourism’s capacity to offer an alternative income
source to coastal communities.

The overwhelming trend in coastal development in Vietnam is towards conventional
tourism. In coastal locations such as Nha Trang or Phu Quoc Island that have experienced
significant growth in tourism development over the last 10 years, the style of development
has been largely conventional; the seafront at Nha Trang city with its high-rise hotel
developments and cable car to adjacent islands is testament to this trend. By comparison,
the literature on MPA practice often favours the creation of locally appropriate tourism
opportunities through community-based or eco-focussed forms of tourism.

Pro-Poor Tourism
Trends in development interventions have influenced the type of tourism that is promoted
through donor-funded projects, with the gaining of popularity in pro-poor approaches to
tourism since the 1990s being a case-in-point. Harrison describes pro-poor tourism as “…an
orientation, covering nearly all forms of tourism, that requires commitment to assisting the
poor, commercial viability of projects, and cooperation across all stakeholders…to ensure
that tourism brings net benefits to the poor”(Harrison, 2008, p. 858). Such approaches
“…focus less on expanding the overall size of tourism, and more on unlocking opportunities
for specific groups within it” (Department for International Development (DFID), 1999, p. 1).

There are costs and benefits associated with both conventional and pro-poor approaches to
tourism. While pro-poor approaches sound ideal in their focus on benefits to the poor, their
range of effect can often be limited to small case study sites to the exclusion of broader
communities or regions, and they have been criticised for ignoring the role of markets or the
need for commercial viability (Harrison, 2008). Pro-poor tourism also stands accused of
ignoring the potential pro-poor benefits of mass tourism, as “international tourism is big
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business, its impacts are big and so too, arguably, are its contributions to poverty
alleviation” (ibid., p. 865).

Restrictions on Access to Tourism as an Income Source
The potential livelihood benefits from tourism are not always accessible for local
populations. Where tourism may offer the opportunity for wage labour during construction
or employment as security, the majority of positions created through tourism development
require training unlikely to be available to the majority of coastal fishing households. Some
MPA projects attempt to address this by providing targeted training in scuba diving
instruction or commercial cooking courses; however the numbers of local people who can
be assisted through such interventions are usually less than the number in need of such
assistance. More community-friendly and accessible tourism developments are often
facilitated through MPA projects as a result.

Other case study projects involving tourism development examined during this research
showed a strong preference for eco- and community focussed forms of tourism that
provided long term benefit to local people, without adversely impacting on the local
environment. Despite this intention, achieving low impact tourism development on the
ground often proved difficult as even low footprint ecotourism developments create an
increased demand on local resources such as fish, freshwater or garbage disposal. Thus the
impact of proposed tourism development is also a recurring theme in the consideration of
livelihood alternatives, and tourism appears to be much less than the magic bullet to coastal
livelihoods than it is quoted or hoped to be.

Alternative Livelihoods - Lessons Learned?
The past terrestrial experience with livelihood alternatives in ICDPs has shown limited
success (Fisher, et al., 2008, p. 9) yet these lessons learned do not seem to have been
translated into the MPA realm along with use of the alternative livelihood concept in the
aquatic sphere. Only now is a more honest appraisal being written into MPA advice manuals,
often by practitioners with a long history of experience in developing country contexts. The
advice of Govan et al. (2009) resonates the current position on alternative livelihoods
succinctly, and their position is one that should be more widely considered by those
providing advice on implementing MPAs in the global south:
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While there is evidence to suggest that wide-scale support of local resource
management will improve livelihoods in terms of food security there is little evidence
that provision of “income generation projects” can be feasibly implemented or have
beneficial management or conservation impacts to off-set the continued overexploitation of targeted resources. As such approaches often serve as an
unsustainable incentive which deter or distract communities from more effective
resource management. Considerable discussion and assessments are required before
investments are made in “alternative income generation” approaches as part of any
marine resource management strategies.
(Govan, et al., 2009, p. 13).
A question of interest for this research is to explore how the alternative livelihoods myth has
been perpetuated within the MPA as a development project. The development ethnography
approach is applied to this question in order to show how such practices are perpetuated in
spite of mixed results. The ethnographic approach shines a light to reveal the internal
workings of the MPA as both a development policy and tool.

Conclusion
This chapter highlights the issues from the co-management and livelihoods change literature
of greatest relevance to this research. The research themes of co-management and
livelihoods change around MPAs are addressed through consideration of literature from
terrestrial protected areas, collaborative management, and fisheries management, with
specific focus on the social aspects of these management mechanisms. Not all NRM
approaches have a social focus as their basis, and this was most evident within the MPA
literature. By and large, the consideration of social impacts of MPA interventions on local
people has been poor nor have western models been adequately adapted to developing
countries. These trends have significance for this research due to its focus on the MPA
context, as it has been the least adaptive to developing countries and their particular
livelihoods and governance contexts.

The governance frameworks of MPAs fail to address their potential to act as agents of
territorialisation, particularly where national governments favour centralized rather than
decentralized management. The desire for decentralization embedded within comanagement approaches sits awkwardly alongside the trend to maintain centralized
management in countries such as Vietnam, where resource management partnerships are
few and far between, and traditions of self-management and organizing cited by Berkes
(2007) are scarce.
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International experience shows that the creation of new management arrangements for
natural resources can result in the aggregation of power away from local resource users and
into the control of local elites. This is relevant to Vietnam where the top down bureaucracy
from the central to provincial to district to commune results in multiple layers of power
networks that any management arrangements will inevitably be connected to, depending on
the scale context. The creation of MPA management arrangements cannot be assumed to
result in fair or equitable arrangements for all local people, as the national governance
context favours the allocation of benefits to those who are connected to government
networks of power and authority.

NRM intervention measures that attempt to allocate management authority at the local
level, such as CBNRM, risk facing the greatest opposition, particularly up against what Li
(2002) describes as “vicious states”. Such opposition could also contribute to a lack of
confidence or will to adapt management initiatives locally, despite the fact that such
adaptation would improve the chances of its success to its local context. The need for
adaptation extends to recognizing how local governance frameworks operate either
vertically or horizontally, and whether the proposed management initiative would operate in
opposition to the status quo. These factors call for a more realistic analysis of the local
context to consider what may be possible for any given proposed MPA, or conversely what
represents an unrealistic expectation.

MPAs were shown to be principally driven by biodiversity conservation objectives, with
social aspects such as livelihoods impacts given second place to biological objectives. The
extensive learning regarding livelihoods change from fisheries social science literature and
terrestrial protected areas experience has not been adequately transferred to or considered
during MPA practice. This is particularly the case around alternative livelihoods approaches,
where the terrestrial experience has not been reflected in the assumptions underlying MPA
practice. The impacts of globalization on small scale fisheries are also relevant to any
consideration of fishing livelihoods change, yet the MPA literature principally refers to
marine biodiversity conservation. It is recognized in the fisheries management literature that
global forces are impacting on fisheries governance, as small scale fishers increasingly
compete against overcapacity and overexploitation, and other indirect impacts on coastal
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environments. Yet the need to recognize, if not address, the impacts of these forces on small
scale fisheries reform is rarely acknowledged in MPA livelihoods support.

The failure to adequately consider local livelihoods at the outset of an MPA’s development
can result in an inappropriate response at a later stage of implementation, when livelihoods
impacts become apparent and quick fix solutions are needed. At this point, livelihoods
interventions run into several areas of potential opposition: it is notoriously difficult to
reduce fishing effort in due to multiple factors that lead to their attractiveness as a source of
livelihood, combined with the difficulty of achieving fisheries reform in developing countries
as noted by Dietz et al. (2003). Overlying this is the assumption that it is possible to
completely replace small scale fishing as a livelihood in coastal areas with few other
livelihood options, and many local environmental and geographic limitations. The reality is
that small scale fishing is a livelihood of choice for coastal people and they are unlikely to
completely opt out of it, rather using new livelihood activities as additional household
income.

Alternative livelihoods programs have often been implemented through model lists of
standard options that are transferred from one MPA project to another, but the literature
on MPA practice is insufficiently detailed about the past successes and failures of these
model approaches. It is often the task of each new MPA to reinvent the wheel on learning
about what works well and otherwise, in the absence of other information. Coastal tourism
is often hoped to be a magic solution to coastal livelihoods by donors and NGO proponents,
however the limitations on entry of coastal households to tourism-based livelihoods prove
otherwise. Such is the weakness of alternative livelihoods around MPAs that some
practitioners to conclude that they are an unsustainable incentive that distract communities
from more effective resource management (Govan et al., 2009).

The apparent limitations of both co-management and livelihoods change around MPA
projects have been brought to light in this chapter, and form a basis for analysis of the case
study results chapters 5 and 6. I return to critique around these themes in chapters 8 and 9,
for further synthesis and final conclusions.
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CHAPTER 3
COASTAL RESOURCE GOVERNANCE IN VIETNAM

Introduction
This chapter deals with the impact of Vietnam’s recent economic transitions on its coastal
environments and resources and the management response to these changes. Increased
coastal populations and demands on coastal resources have led to allocation and
exploitation issues within the fisheries sector, as well as competition between fisheries and
other industries and forms of resource use. These pressures have led to the search for new
management approaches, and experimentation with co-management. Since the mid-1990’s,
attempts to apply co-management to the context of Vietnam have met mixed results in both
theory and practice. Vietnam’s socio-cultural context and the top-down tradition of its
government mixes somewhat uneasily with bottom up management concepts, and trial comanagement projects have often not fitted well with existing governance structures. Despite
this, co-management continues to be promoted as a significant part of the answer to
Vietnam’s fisheries over-allocation and overexploitation issues. In the last decade, there has
been persistent international influence in this area through donor-funded fisheries policy
development programs and MPA projects.

Long term funding programs have ensured that

fisheries co-management and MPA implementation have persisted through multi-year
project cycles to be perpetuated in new generations of projects to follow. This chapter tracks
the development of these influences from the policy scale to the trial project, where the
obstacles to model approaches become apparent at the grassroots.

Coastal Transitions in Vietnam
Recent rapid economic development in Vietnam has set the stage for explosive growth in
coastal tourism, aquaculture and demand for fish products. Vietnam has traditionally been a
rural and agrarian nation, with over 76 percent of its population dependent on the
sustainability of the natural resource base for food production and livelihood security (Adger
et al., 2001a, p. 3). More than 5 million people live in the tidal, swamp and lagoon areas of
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the 28 coastal provinces and cities of Vietnam (FAO, 2010). Vietnam’s 3200 km coastline was
until recently a seascape of traditional resource use, where fishing villages and associated
livelihoods prevailed. Small scale fishing and supporting industries such as boat repair were
common, with household incomes often supplemented by hand gathering of intertidal
resources and seasonal agricultural employment. Only a few decades ago, rural coastal
environments were considered to be marginal landscapes within the overall context of
Vietnam, a place where people could make enough income for a moderate existence but no
significant profits were made. In recent years the coastal zone has transitioned into a high
value environment as the result of new industries such as aquaculture and tourism. These
changes have been driven by Vietnam’s significant economic reforms and growth in recent
decades, and have spread economic opportunities into regional locations with resources
available for development. A wave of migration to coastal areas has occurred in response to
the new employment opportunities in tourism, shrimp farming and labouring resulting from
new forms of construction and development in coastal areas. This also means that the
people now living in Vietnam’s coastal zone may not have resided there for historically long
periods. As a result of this in-migration, the nature and composition of Vietnam’s coastal
communities are changing just as much as the landscape and employment opportunities.

Doi Moi meets the Coastal Zone
Since the late 1980’s, Vietnam has been implementing a policy of opening up to the world
(Thanh et al., 2005), known as doi moi or renovation. Post-doi moi, Vietnam has experienced
two decades of strong economic growth, a sharply declining poverty rate, and recently
reached the status of a lower-middle income country (World Bank, 2010). This process and
the lifting of the trade embargo against Vietnam resulted in growth rates of close to 10
percent during the 1990s (Adger, et al., 2001a).The system of governance and property laws
in Vietnam also changed dramatically during the 1990s from central planning towards a
market-oriented economic policy (Adger et al., 2001b).

The coastal zone is home to more than half of Vietnam’s population (Van Hue & Scott, 2008,
p. 62), with 24% of the population living in coastal districts (Thanh, et al., 2005, p. 185).
Vietnam’s increased economic development has intersected with existing populations and
industries in the coastal zone, resulting in significant expansion of these industries and
associated environmental impacts. Increased development has occurred in coastal industries
such as oil extraction, agriculture (with corresponding demands on chemical fertiliser inputs

73

and water for irrigation), fishery production and aquaculture, and coastal mining for coal,
sand and gravel for construction and heavy minerals (ibid.).

Tourism
Tourism associated development and activities have expanded rapidly in recent decades in
Vietnam, as foreign travellers gained easier access to Vietnam and domestic tourism has
increased with increasing household incomes. The number of domestic tourists increased
from 2.7 million in 1993 to 9 million in 1999 (Sekhar, 2005, p. 817). Domestic tourism is of
particular interest as Vietnam has a large population (85 million people in 2009[World Bank,
2010]), Vietnamese people have more disposable incomes now than in the past, and they
also have more leisure time now as the result of government sanctioned annual vacations
(Luong, 2008). More than 70% of the leisure and tourism destinations in Vietnam are located
in coastal areas, and these attract 80% of annual tourist numbers (Sekhar, 2005, p. 817).
Based on tourism growth rates to 2005, Sekhar predicted that Vietnam would host about 25
million tourists per year by 2010. In its Tourist Development Strategy 2001-2010, the
Government of Vietnam established a target of 5.5-6 million foreign tourists, and 25-26
million domestic tourists (Government of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, 2002). In 2008,
the Vietnam government tourism authority reported total international visitors of 4,253,000
visitors (Vietnam Administration of Tourism, 2008), a 16% increase on visitor numbers from
2006 (The Economist, 2008).

Such expansion is not without consequence on the coastal landscape. Kelly et al. (2001) note
that increased pollution associated with tourism was already a growing concern in major
resort areas. The sheer immensity and rapidity of development in the tourism sector
combined with its concentration at the coastal fringe, has placed it as a major transitional
influence in Vietnam’s coastal zone and responsible for increasing demand on coastal land,
freshwater and aquatic resources. The scale and rapidity of development along Vietnam’s
coasts has led to the current situation whereby there is almost no natural undisturbed
coastline remaining (Tuan, 2000, p. 1). When travelling along the coast, one is confronted by
a repeating patchwork of fishing villages dominated by rows of shrimp ponds along the
waterfront and lobster cages in near-shore waters, as well as expanding tourism hotspots
and new industrial development that often compete with each other for coastal frontage
and resources. Increased economic development on the coast draws more people into
coastal settlements in search of new livelihood opportunities, causing greater population
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pressure on natural environments and resources. The movement of outsiders from other
areas into coastal settlements disrupts local resource use patterns and informally agreed
rules of access, thereby decreasing the sustainability of local aquatic resource stocks.

Coastal Zone Impacts
The rapid economic and social transition in Vietnam’s recent history has resulted in
significant impacts on environment and society (Luttrell, 2001, p. 529). Van Hue and Scott
(2008) describe Vietnam’s coastal zones as “…areas of complexity, opportunity and conflict.
They are naturally rich in resources but also fragile ecologies…” (p. 62). The economic
reforms associated with the national government’s doi moi policy have resulted in improved
rural living conditions in many coastal communities as evidenced through indicators like
brick houses, electricity and televisions (Le, 2008). However the shift away from production
requiring communal activities has resulted in the marginalisation of vulnerable groups who
lack the resources to engage in new economic activities such as aquaculture (Luttrell, 2001).
The incidence of conflict in coastal communities has increased rapidly as new forms of
economic activity have overtaken traditional resource use patterns, which has resulted in
increased conflict in coastal communities and in the number of people who try to access
resources in open access or common use areas.

New coastal industries have the potential to deplete existing resources (such as the clearing
of mangroves for shrimp pond construction), limit access to the remaining resources (e.g. for
hand gathering) through the construction of physical boundaries around coastal ecosystems,
and then impact on coastal ecosystem health through poor water quality management
leading to eutrophication of both culture pond and surrounding waters. Coastal
communities are forced to compete for benefits from those resources that remain accessible
to them, all under a scenario of increasing population, declining resource levels and
increasing hostility toward those who are better able to access opportunities through access
to capital and networks.

Terrestrial Protected Areas in Vietnam
In recent decades, Vietnam has been recognised by the international biodiversity
conservation community as one of the most biologically diverse countries in the world and a
high priority for conservation (Vietnam Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment et
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al., 2005, p. ix). Biodiversity conservation constitutes a new influence upon landscapes, and
is in turn influenced by the flow on impacts of other recent transitions. Economic growth has
been accompanied by worsening habitat loss and fragmentation, pollution, increased
incursion of invasive alien species; physical threats that are compounded by a lack of clear
institutional arrangements for biodiversity conservation, and capacity and commitment in
the implementation of good policies (Vietnam Ministry of Natural Resources and
Environment, et al., 2005, p. x). Biodiversity conservation in turn affects change to regional
communities and the management of the ecosystems around them.

Vietnam’s protected area system has expanded significantly in recent years, doubling in area
since the early 1990s, but there has been little research on how conservation policies might
have an impact on local livelihoods (McElwee, 2010, p. 114). McElwee (2001) notes that
Vietnam’s efforts to replicate a protected area system like those found in Western countries
faces extreme difficulties due to the high density of population, which means that in reality
there are no pristine or undisturbed environments remaining in the country. As a
consequence of this population density, terrestrial protected areas in Vietnam are often
surrounded by tens if not hundreds of thousands of local residents (ibid.). She suggests that
management plans for these areas have failed to adequately address the issues of adjacent
population density, or the degraded state of these areas as a consequence of long term
human use (ibid. p.2).

It is well recognised internationally that local communities need to benefit from protected
areas and have a say in how they are managed, in order for protected areas to be
sustainable (ICEM, 2003, p. 30). However past experience in protected area practice in
Vietnam has often resulted in local people suffering losses when protected areas are
established, yet receiving few of the benefits (ibid.). New approaches to conservation in
Vietnam are proving that conservation outcomes can be enhanced if local priorities,
perspectives and wishes are better identified and taken into account (Boissière et al., 2009,
p. 2743). The lessons from the legacy of past conservation practice in Vietnam highlight that
the potential for future conservation success or failure lies in the inclusion of local people in
protected area management, with particular attention to their reliance on local resources.
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Aquaculture
It is important to differentiate between small scale fishing and aquaculture activities within
the context of Vietnam5. Coastal aquaculture has often been considered to be a part of the
fisheries sector due to geographical proximity of both activities and the households that
undertake them, as well as their combined management within the same national ministry.
However the socio-economic circumstances of households involved in aquaculture are vastly
different to those involved in small scale fishing. Significant aquaculture development has
occurred along Vietnam’s coasts in the last 20 years, the most prevalent forms being shrimp
culture in ponds, and fish or lobster rearing in cages. While it is true that some households
may shift from small scale fishing to aquaculture or engage in both, there is significantly
higher potential risk associated with aquaculture that prevents many small scale fishing
households from making this livelihood transition.

A greater level of capital investment is required to enter the aquaculture industry than for
small scale fishing in order to pay for feed, seed, security (to protect products from
poachers) and labour for harvesting, and such capital is often acquired through loans, a
situation that low income households will not enter into with confidence due to fears
around not being able to meet loan repayments. By comparison, entry into small scale
fishing may be as simple as purchasing a set of electric fishing6 gears and sneaking into a
near-shore area under cover of darkness to engage in this illegal but effective method of
fishing. Thus there is often a significant difference in the socio-economic capability of
households investing in coastal aquaculture and those who undertake only small scale
fishing, factors which become important when livelihood alternatives are considered for
fishing households.

5
Aquaculture is defined as the farming of aquatic organisms. According to CWP (2010) farming implies
intervention in the rearing process to enhance production, as well as individual or corporate ownership of the
stock being cultivated (Coordinating Working Party on Fishery Statistics, 2010).
6
Electric fishing refers to the technique most commonly described as electrofishing among Australian fisheries
scientists, where it is most commonly used as a technique for sampling fish in semi-enclosed freshwater bodies.
An electric current is passed through the water which stuns the fish nearby, making them easy to catch. It is now
commonly being used in Vietnam by coastal people as an easy way of catching fish by those with little prior
fishing skills, as it relies on electric current to stun the fish that can then be simply removed from the water with
a hand net. It is also an indiscriminate form of fishing that would be likely to result in the targeting of juvenile
fish, and make those not captured more vulnerable to predation. Therefore it falls within the remit of what is
described within this thesis as a destructive fishing technique.

77

Shrimp Farming
The expansion of aquaculture in Vietnam’s coastal areas has had possibly the most
significant impact of any influence on both coastal landscapes and communities. Since the
1980s, countries in Asia and Europe as well as the United States have become major
importers of Vietnam’s marine products, driving up prices for shrimp and resulting in actions
by Vietnam’s central and local governments to encourage shrimp farming (Van Hue & Scott,
2008, p. 63). In 1994, the central government issued Decree 773-TTg, which stipulated that
coastal areas could be used for shrimp and crab farming and created significant incentives
for people to enter the industry (Le, 2008, p. 113). This expansion has impacted on coastal
ecosystems, with approximately 200,000 hectares of mangroves being destroyed to
construct brackish water aquaculture ponds (Thanh, et al., 2005).

Risks to Success
While households with access to capital and resources have been able to invest in
aquaculture and receive considerable returns in the first few years of operation, they have
done so through a livelihood activity highly prone to disease and failure. Adger et al. (2001b)
note that shrimp culture has often resulted in high yields for the first few crops, but is then
followed by decreasing yields due to the deterioration of the aquaculture environment (p.
86). Van Hue and Scott (2008, p. 72) note how mangrove destruction and environmental
degradation have commonly followed the boom in shrimp production in Vietnam, with the
result that increasing water pollution results in the death of shrimp crops and severe poverty
in farming communities. They describe the impact on coastal communities as a kind of “gold
rush”, as famers sought to become rich through shrimp production and export (ibid.).

Livelihood Impacts
Coastal aquaculture impacts on the poor through exclusion from access to coastal land and
resources. Van Hue and Scott (2008) state that the adoption of technology for intensive
shrimp production is greater in higher income groups, and tends to displace the livelihoods
of lower income groups. Luttrell (2001, p. 538) explains how social inequalities have
increased as a result of shrimp culture through the dismantling of the institutions of
socialism because land allocation and the development of a market in land has resulted in
increasing land concentration and landlessness. Inequalities are further amplified by the
ability of those with capital to monopolise access to credit and thus diversify into more
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profitable livelihoods (ibid.). Environmental degradation caused by shrimp farming has
decreased the availability of natural products throughout the surrounding local areas (ibid,
p. 539). Adger and Kelly (2001, p. 28) explain how aquaculture has had complex effects on
levels of vulnerability in coastal communities, as while it may increase the overall wealth of a
district and produce trickle down benefits for the rest of the local population, it heightens
levels of inequality and ties up capital in an inherently risky and potentially unsustainable
venture.

Lobster Cage Culture
Lobster cage culture has increased exponentially since the 1990s to the mid-2000s, with
2000 metric tonnes of cage-grown lobsters produced in 2003 worth US$60 million (Williams,
2004, p. vii). The industry relies on the collection and captive rearing of wild-caught juvenile
or “seed” lobsters, which has led to depletion of fingerling lobsters in coastal waters. The
rapid increase in the number of lobster cages in close proximity to one another has resulted
in a high incidence of disease, with mortality, crop failure and increased household debt
often following. Tuan and Mao (2004) state that disease has resulted from a combination of
poor quality seed lobster, as well as culturing in poor quality water (Tuan & Mao, 2004b).
The decline in seed quality is the result of long travel distances and harmful capture
methods used in collecting juvenile lobsters, which in turn has resulted from the increased
demand from expansion of the lobster grow-out industry (ibid.).

This form of aquaculture has specific relevance in this study, as the livelihood issues
associated with lobster cage culture form a significant influence upon the conservation
project case study in chapter 5.

Current Status of Fisheries in Vietnam
Marine fisheries form an important source of food and livelihood in Vietnam, accounting for
about 30 per cent of animal protein consumed nationally (Kelly, et al., 2001, p. 40). Fisheries
related employment and harvest have both increased significantly since doi moi. Long (2003)
reports that fish production increased from 420,000 t in 1981 to 1,130,680 t in 1998, and
that the fisheries labour force increased from 1,860,000 persons in 1990 to 3,030,000 in
1995. Correspondingly, the inshore fishing sector has experienced significant increases in
fishing effort. Marine fisheries production rose from 800,000 to 1.5 million tons over the
period 1990 to 2003 (Ministry of Fisheries Vietnam & World Bank, 2005). Vietnam’s small
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scale fishing sector has seen considerable increase in the number of boats in recent years,
with the number of mechanized boats increasing from 44,000 in 1991 to 77,000 in 2002 (by
an average of 4.6% per year), and the average power of vessels has increased by 12%/year
to reach 48 horsepower (HP) over the same time period (Ministry of Fisheries Vietnam &
World Bank, 2005).

Decreasing Catch, Increasing Capacity
In 2008, Vietnam’s Vice-Minister for Fisheries reported that overexploitation over a total
allowable catch (TAC) of 582,000 t has been occurring in coastal waters (depth less than
50m) since 1991 (Thang, 2008). The average catch per unit of horsepower (HP) per year has
decreased from 1.11 t/HP in 1985 to 0.34 t/HP in 20057, and the number of small fishing
boats was increasing annually by 2,300 per year (ibid.). This decrease in average catch
results in fishing practices that reflect increased fishing effort such as increased number of
net hauls per day, increasing number of fishing days, reduced mesh size, fishing in forbidden
areas and use of harmful fishing gears or fishing techniques. In addition, fisheries regulation
in Vietnam is plagued by poor enforcement: highly effective fishing gears are used in
estuarine environments to the detriment of juvenile species, many fishing gears violate the
mesh size regulations, and destructive fishing techniques using explosives and chemicals still
occur (ibid.). These increases have resulted in declaration of the inshore fishery sector as
overfished by commentators from within the Government of Viet Nam, as well as external
NGOs and research institutes (Ministry of Fisheries Vietnam & World Bank, 2005; Pomeroy
et al., 2009; Thuy & Symington, 2007).

How Does Overfishing Occur?
The increase in fishing effort in Vietnam is a reflection of the intense livelihood demand
placed upon these resources by people living in coastal areas as well as external drivers such
as expanding export demand. The inshore fishery (often up to 4-5 miles from the coast)8
utilises a fleet of about 28,000 non-mechanized canoes and boats, and approximately 45,000
smaller mechanized boats with long-tail or one-cylinder diesel engines up to approximately

7

Note while it is not clear from Thang 2008 which ton they refer to, it is assumed it is the metric tonne.
The terms inshore fishing and small scale fishing are used somewhat interchangeably in this thesis but they
convey technically different meanings, as inshore fishing refers to fishing undertaken within a certain distance of
the coast, and small scale fishing refers to fishing undertaken using gears, techniques and engines of limited
power. Whereas small scale fishing techniques are usually limited to application in inshore waters, fishing in
inshore waters is not limited to small scale fishing activities only, as offshore fishers are known to use higher
powered boats and gears in inshore waters when influences such as weather, convenience or the price of petrol
dictate.
8
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20hp (Ministry of Fisheries Vietnam & World Bank, 2005). It is estimated that 8 million
people depend on fisheries as the household primary income source, and an additional 12
million get part of their income or subsistence from fisheries (Ministry of Fisheries Vietnam
& World Bank, 2005). Raakjaer et al. (2007) note that the fisheries-dependent population is
probably increasing due to migration to coastal areas and with expansion of the fisheries
sector, which was estimated in 2005 to be growing by 26,000 entrants per year (Ministry of
Fisheries Vietnam & World Bank, 2005).

Tuan (2000, p. 1) identifies many of the causes of over-fishing in Vietnam, especially
highlighting the impacts of destructive and effective fishing techniques such as poisons,
explosives, and fine mesh nets, which in turn have damaged coral reefs everywhere along
the Vietnam coast. He states that the impacts of non-selective fishing gears such as sluice
traps, electric fishing, gill nets and the traditional trawling net are also significant drivers of
fisheries decline. He also identifies the live reef fish trade for groupers and other species for
the Hong Kong and Chinese markets as responsible for declines in these fish stocks, as diving
fishers9 harvest the fish illegally, often using cyanide to stun the fish, which results in the
death of surrounding corals and other marine species.

Small Scale and Coastal Fishing
Coastal fishing is recognized as an easy-to-access source of new or additional income for
those seeking such opportunities, such as landless people, wage labourers seeking
employment outside of agricultural harvest seasons, or coastal people seeking additional
household income through capture fisheries activities. The coastal zone is also an area
where property rights are fluid, and the exclusion of new entrants from a fishing activity is
near-impossible. People often move in and out of small scale fishing opportunistically or
seasonally, depending on the availability of fish, the price of petrol which affects the
profitability of fishing operations, or other livelihood opportunities such as wage labour.
People who live near the coast might seek to supplement household income through simple,
effective and destructive fishing methods like electric fishing or use of small mesh nets that
capture undersize or juvenile fish. This places increased pressure on inshore fisheries as
inshore areas are most easily accessed using small scale fishing gears.

9
Diving fishing refers to fishing using diving equipment which enables divers to breathe underwater and as such,
to stay underwater for long periods and efficiently target high value species such as lobster.
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However not all inshore fishers are small-scale, using smaller gears and lower powered
vessels. At the opposite end of the spectrum, a fishing household might have significant
investments in fishing equipment in the form of motorized boats and an array of different
fishing gears. Coastal fishers can represent a range of socio-economic situations, from full
household income dependence on use of small scale fishing gears with labour drawn from
within the household only, to larger scale investors in larger vessels and gear types that
require employment of external labour sources to operate, and may obtain much larger
profits. Thus it is difficult to generalize about small scale fishers in Vietnam or anywhere, a
fact that is recognized in the conclusion that “…fishers may no longer be the poorest of the
poor” (Pollnac et al., 2001a, p. 543).

In the case of Vietnam, while small scale fishers may not always be the poorest people along
the coast, they are generally confined to an income level that is “enough for living”; that is,
they are able to pay household expenses, children’s school fees, and the occasional new
household items such as a rice cooker, however they often do not have sufficient income
surplus to permit them to move out of fishing and into another livelihood activity. The
poorest may move into fishing as a way of increasing household income either as a
livelihood improvement away from wage labouring or wood collection for example, or as an
additional livelihood activity within the household, while those with a longer association
with small scale fishing rarely move out of this sector and into another, resulting in an
overall net increase in numbers of small scale fishers and fishing effort in this sector.

Alternative Incomes in Coastal Communities
The Government of Vietnam has clearly identified the need to reduce fishing effort in the
near-shore fishing sector, and that alternatives are needed in order to reduce this effort
(Ministry of Fisheries Vietnam & World Bank, 2005). Decision No. 10/2006/QD-TTG of
January 11, 2006, the Fisheries Master Plan to 2010 proposed a reduction of about 30,000
vessels with engines under 45hp by the year 2010 compared to the fleet of about 64,000 of
2005 (ibid.). The Master Plan also specified offshore fishing and aquaculture, service
provision or tourist service jobs as possible employment options to reduce inshore fishing
effort (Ministry of Fisheries Vietnam & Ministry of Foreign Affairs Danida Denmark, 2006).

Coastal communities have more complex reasons for being involved with coastal fishing
than are encompassed by the concept of livelihood alternative. Examples of successful
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alternatives to fishing are scarce. Vietnam’s experience to date in the push to offshore
fishing is a case in point. Offshore fisheries have been strongly promoted by the Government
since 1997 (Ministry of Fisheries Vietnam & World Bank, 2005). However vessels financed
under the Government’s offshore fishing vessel subsidized credit scheme have performed
poorly, with only around 10% meeting their repayment schedules, resulting in repossession
and reallocation of poorly performing vessels (ibid.). In addition, many of these larger
offshore vessels have been fishing in inshore waters, with the Ministry of Agriculture and
Rural Development citing 10,000 of 14,000 offshore vessels continuing to exploit seafood in
coastal waters (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, 2009). Thuy and Symington
(2007) note that there is no evidence that the promotion of offshore programs has in any
way reduced pressures on near-shore resources or measurably reduced fishing effort. What
was intended to be an effort reduction measure has instead resulted in increased
overexploitation and exacerbation of existing resource management problems.

Aquaculture as New Livelihood
Aquaculture is considered as one of the major alternative activities to diversify income for
coastal communities, and has received strong government policy support as a result over the
last twenty years (FAO, 2010). Aquaculture is often suggested to be a viable alternative
livelihood option for poverty alleviation, “particularly for poor inshore fishers” (Ministry of
Fisheries Vietnam & World Bank, 2005, p. 45). However entry to aquaculture as an
alternative to fishing is limited. Inputs are costly and require access to credit, risks of failure
are high: crops can fail due to poor water quality, which leads to failure to meet loan
repayments and loss of assets used as collateral against credit. Learning correct culture
techniques takes time, and training opportunities are scarce; many farmers learn simply by
copying their neighbours who may have no better training or knowledge than themselves.
Van Hue and Scott (2008, p. 72) note that low levels of education can limit shrimp farmers
from switching to other employment in order to service bad debts incurred as a result of
shrimp crop failure. Access to waterfront land is also increasingly difficult to obtain as more
and more people head to the coast in search of income generating opportunities. Where
competition for access becomes fierce, local authorities are likely to prioritise larger
investors who are able to pay their way to securing access to coastal areas for aquaculture,
thus restricting access to the small investor or hand gatherer of coastal seafood products.
The potential of aquaculture as a livelihood alternative in coastal communities continues to
be promoted despite the obstacles and risks to successful aquaculture identified above, such
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as risk of crop failure, lack of access to capital or land, or education.

Case evidence from Vietnam demonstrates how small fisher families experience difficulties
in finding alternative livelihoods (Ministry of Fisheries Vietnam & World Bank, 2005), and
how very rarely do fishing people think about other livelihoods since they only have
experience in fishing, that their overall lack of skills and education limit their ability to
realistically pursue alternative incomes and/or make these new livelihoods effective (Thuy &
Symington, 2007). The need for effort reduction in the near-shore fishing sector has been
clearly identified as a priority by the Government of Vietnam, but the means to achieve such
reductions remain unidentified thus far.

Alternative Livelihoods in Terrestrial Protected Areas
Some lessons have been learned with regards to alternative income generation around
terrestrial protected areas in Vietnam. In her study of forest use by communities near
protected areas in central Vietnam, McElwee (2010) found that increased agricultural
income was not sufficient in offsetting losses of forest income. She reports that “This is
because agriculture often has high capital and labor requirements and is therefore not
equivalent to forest income, which usually has very low capital costs” (ibid., p.114). She
concluded that “…when farmers’ forest income is lost, such as through conservation
enforcement, increased income from agriculture is not always a practicable substitution”
(ibid.).

She raises the important issue of equivalence, that if a new livelihood is not

equivalent in a number of ways (costs, profitability) then its uptake is likely to be low and
local people will resort to the original income earning activity if they can. McElwee (2007, p.
85) also highlighted Vietnamese farmers’ risk aversion to trying new crops, that the rice
farmers in her study “…were willing to do most anything to make rice productivity go up. But
they did not extend the same risk-taking to crops they were less familiar with”, which in this
case included peanuts and corn. Simple short term training activities in a new income
generating activity are not sufficient to make an income and education-deficient household
confident enough to gamble on a significant livelihood change.

In another study, McElwee (2008) explores the special case of middle income households in
considering livelihoods management around protected areas. In this study she found that
middle income households were actually the highest forest-using households, and that these
households would need to be targeted specifically according to their higher income
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expectations than what would be expected among poor households in order to reduce
forest exploitation (ibid., p. 156). She also suggests that rather than attempting to improve
agriculture through alternative crops or garden development as was the most common
approach in Vietnam at the time, conservation interventions should focus on increasing
wage labour opportunities, as a large number of the households surveyed were already
seeking such opportunities through migrant remittances (p. 157). Her findings emphasise
the importance of understanding the communities’ pre-existing livelihood preferences and
goals before implementing livelihood change initiatives.

Regulating the Marine Environment in Vietnam
Existing fisheries regulations are already recognised to be poorly enforced, as acknowledged
earlier by Thang (2008), however MPAs rely heavily on a lot of new regulations to be able to
work. It is a common scenario in Vietnam that fisheries management regulations reflect best
practice, but that some part of the management system suffers from a lack of capacity to
implement it on the ground. Some practitioners assert that there is poor awareness of
existing regulations at the grassroots level; that where there is a “good legal decision, noone knows” (key informant from a Vietnamese NGO). This demonstrates a lack of capacity to
implement and a lack of will to comply with regulations and other management measures.
This relates to the behavior that Kerkvliet (2006) describes as “everyday politics”, where
local people create an outward appearance of complying with rules from above, while
bending regulations to suit local needs. These contextual factors create the foundation for a
loose and flexible attitude to both the implementation and compliance of regulations
around natural resources in Vietnam, particularly where local livelihoods are involved.

Compliance with Fishing Regulations
Boonstra and Bach Dang (2010) report evidence of fishers justifying non-compliance with
fisheries regulations as the benefit to be gained is greater than the cost of the fines incurred
from non-compliance. In their study of fishing-related regulatory compliance in Vietnam,
these authors found a high level of awareness among fishers of the relationship between
fishing effort and the declining productivity of the marine environment (90%), and a high
level of non-compliance with fisheries regulations (70%) in spite of this awareness (ibid., p.
1264). In explaining these results, they note significant increases in both population and the
number of boats fishing at their study site in the last ten years, and that the state’s inability
to limit entry to fishing would act to increase competition between existing fishers in the
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area (ibid.). In addition, their study site is located in one of the best fishing grounds in
Vietnam, with large numbers of fishers coming from outside the province to take advantage
of the available fish stocks. They note that “the heavy competition forces local fishers to use
the most efficient fishing equipment in order to fish as much as possible, even if this means
breaking the law” (ibid., p. 1265). This story of impacts of outsiders on local communities’
fishing grounds and profits is repeated up and down the Vietnam coast, where larger vessels
with the engine capacity to do so will travel long distances to known sites of greatest fishing
profits.

Since the initiation of the doi moi policy in 1986 policy makers have tried to strengthen local
management capacity, however the decentralisation of fisheries management to district and
commune authorities was not successful due to lack of existing capacity at these levels, and
provincial management authorities above them also lack sufficient resources for effective
compliance. Boonstra and Bach Dang (2010) describe the resulting situation as a
management void, created by the gradual hollowing out of various informal sources of
compliance at the local level including local informal rules and cultural practices, and the
incapacity of the state in centrally managing the marine environment and fishing effort (p.
1266).

Co-Management
The consideration of future use of co-management approaches in Vietnam necessitates a
critical review of past attempts, as well as of the cultural and political influences that have
shaped these attempts. Vietnam possesses older traditional forms of participatory aquatic
resource management, the van chai10, that constitute an important part of the history of
fisheries management in this country, but that have fallen out of use and replaced by formal
socialist management arrangements. In efforts to find a culturally suitable form of comanagement for Vietnam, scholars have considered re-invigorating these traditions for
implementation in the modern day context. These efforts sit largely outside the context of
the donor-supported co-management initiatives of the last decade, which have formed a
significant influence on the development of a national co-management policy. These past
10

The van chai was a system of local community-based marine fisheries management and mutual assistance,
th
typically associated with the central and southern coastal areas of Vietnam. From the late 18 century, fishing
villages expanded their shrines to include worship of the Deity of the South Sea, reportedly the result of Emperor
Gia Long being assisted by a whale while at sea near Phu Quoc Island. The majority of the customs associated
with the van chai fell into disuse over time, with a few sites noted to be using them up until the 1940’s, when
open access arrangements were implemented by the provincial government(Ruddle & Lai, 2009).
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and present influences on co-management policy will be examined in order to paint the
picture of how co-management has been adapted within the context of Vietnam.

Cultural Influences on Co-Management
The concept of participation or power-sharing within the context of Vietnam is much
debated. Government spokespeople often draw upon socialist slogans to describe how it is
the already the basis of government to work “for and with the people”.

Many authors cite the influence of the traditional expression “the rules of the emperor stop
at the village gate”11 in describing the importance of village communities in everyday natural
resource management and in support of their greater involvement through co-management
(Ministry of Fisheries Vietnam, 2005). However centralised management and planning have
led to a less active role being played by local people in the management of natural resources
(Chu Hoi et al., n.d.). Vietnam has a legacy of top down, technocratic intervention with
limited community input, and an institutional culture that has impeded information
dissemination and communication (Scott & Chuyen, 2003, pp. 5-6). There is thus some
distance between the romanticised history of the somewhat-autonomous northern
Vietnamese village and the reality of other pervasive cultural influences that have led to a
tradition of deference to central authority.

The historical influence of Confucianism has affected the interpretation of the concept of
participation in Vietnam for many centuries. Scott and Chuyen (2003, p. 4) state that
Confucianism has influenced community participation as it teaches the virtue of submission
of the people to the state, of young to old, of wife to husband, and of children to father, and
that it presumes a consensus of interests that leaves little space for voices from below.
UNDP (2006, p. 21) state that the influence of Confucianism combined with ideas related to
the role of the family and elders, and years of central planning, has reinforced traditional
respect for authority. The end result is that many people often defer to the will and view of
officials.

The Role of Central Government
The application of democracy in Vietnam must be examined with reference to the socialist

11

“The kings law comes after the village’s customs”, or phep vua thua le lang (Ruddle, 1998, p. 2) is often cited as
a significant influence on the implementation of regulations in the context of Vietnam.
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guiding principles of centralised democracy (tap trung dan chu) which allows the central
authorities to direct the flow of democratic rights to citizens (Duong, 2003, p. 3). Duong
states that “democratic centralism revolves around the notion that the people are the
masters who take charge through the collective leadership and representation of the
Communist Party. That is, the central authority represents the individuals collectively and
leads according to the will of the working class” (Duong, 2003, p. 5). Representation of local
people is indirect, in that where the views of the people at local levels are taken into
account, they are summarised and reported up the local-central chain of command (ibid., p.
6). Through this system, the commune government (xa) summarises the people’s concerns
at that level and reports them to the district level government (huyen), which in turn
summarises and reports them to the provincial level (tinh), and from there to the central
authority (trung uong) (ibid.). The state’s policies and legal instruments then flow down the
same hierarchical structure to be implemented by local authorities.

The socialist planning system implemented by the Government of Vietnam introduced
policies to minimise the social distance between the leaders and “the people”, and where
“participation” largely took the form of class-based mobilisation of peasants and workers
(Scott & Chuyen, 2003, p. 4). The mass organisations such as the Women’s Union, Labour
Union and Youth Union are organised from the central government down to the districts and
communes, and carry out government policies at these various scales (Salemink, 2006). The
mass organisations are tightly controlled by the Fatherland Front under the Communist
Party and are funded from the state budget (ibid, p. 107). According to Scott and Chuyen
(2003, p. 4), the mass organisations provide an institutional basis for different groups in
society to participate and to have their own voice, but do not always provide an enabling
environment for effective participation in practice. Participation post-doi moi has largely
been a response to the prevailing economic policies and opportunities of the time, and
clearly geared towards increased capture of benefit. This is an important underlying reality
in the current context of Vietnam, that local people’s experience of participation is largely
determined by its capacity to present them with opportunities for individual gain.

Devolution, Decentralisation and Participation
One of the central features of doi moi has been the devolution of certain types of power
from the centre to lower administrative levels of government (World Bank, 2009, p. 2).
Policy developments in Vietnam since the 1990s have created more space for participation
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but without upsetting the superiority of the state. The 1998 Grassroots Democracy Decree
29, based on the principle that “people know, discuss, implement and inspect” public affairs,
opened the way for greater local participation and transparency through a more
decentralised government structure (Scott & Chuyen, 2003, p. 6). Implementation of the
Decree has however been limited by a lack of information about policies, laws and
regulations, socio-economic development strategies and plans of the Vietnam Communist
Party and the Government, as well as a lack of tools that facilitate the participation of local
communities (ibid., p.6). Salemink (2006, p. 121) notes that the “grassroots democracy”
policy achieved some level of both material and political participation without calling into
question the political decisions of the government or the leadership of the Communist Party.
In other words, such participation does little to influence the overall dominance of the
national government or its centrally developed political mechanisms. The Communist Party
is still the most important force in relation to civil society, followed by government
institutions, the private sector and the media (Norlund, 2007, p. 1).

Vietnam’s experience with decentralisation thus far has produced mixed results. Issues in
practice include the lack of a legal framework for the division of tasks between central and
local government units, issues with legal authority relations particularly between vertical
and horizontal authority, as well as the capacity of local officials as structural constraints to
decentralisation (Adam Fforde and Associates Pty Ltd, 2003). Long chains of command,
formalistic approaches at the local level, and target driven approaches to policy
implementation are all cited as impediments (UNDP, 2006, p. 21). Top-down pressures may
continue to effect local-level planning if local policy attempts to appease higher authorities
rather than respond to local needs (ibid.). Norlund (2007) notes that while participation has
been used to increase effectiveness of government projects funded by multilateral donors,
there has been little participation at higher levels of governance such as the district and the
province (Norlund, 2007, p. 5). In recent years, the emphasis on participation in governance
has largely been imposed by donors (ibid.), a conclusion supported by Salemink (2006) who
observes that civil society discourse is usually equated with development and environmental
NGOs and the development concepts and practices that they introduce (pp. 121-2).

While many INGO development programs may not be directly involved in decentralisation,
the component elements within these programs ensure support for the decentralisation
process by strengthening the capacity of local government and people to participate in
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decision making, and increasing their knowledge of measures to improve accountability and
transparency (Adam Fforde and Associates Pty Ltd, 2003, p. 36). INGOs have in turn worked
with local NGOs to achieve bottom up participation, which in effect constitutes a translation
of international donors’ ideology around participation into the local grassroots context. The
drive for bottom up participation by external agents and their influence at the local level has
to consider the limits to participation within the centrally administered political context of
Vietnam, or else risk the creation of an invisible divide between where the former’s
influence ceases and the latter’s persists despite intentions for participatory reform.

History of Fisheries Co-Management Policy
There is an extensive history of experimentation with co-management of aquatic resources
in Vietnam, as well as history of local traditional collaborative management systems. The van
chai system of community-based marine fisheries management continued to function during
French colonial rule but the collectivization of fisheries production following reunification in
1975 resulted in their inevitable demise as functioning community institutions (Ruddle,
1998). In the north, collectivization following French rule took the form of one large
cooperative per fishing village, with the same system adopted in the south following
reunification. The cooperative system eventually failed, however while it was in operation
the government ignored the traditional community-based management system, leading to
its decline.

The Introduction of Co-Management
This chapter section highlights several persistent external influences upon co-management
policy development, originating from western academic-practitioners and donor
governments. The longevity and currency of their influence from the 1990s to the present
illustrates how powerful such external influences can be in driving policy development over
the longer term.

A workshop held in 1995 on applying co-management to Vietnam’s fisheries concluded that
co-management offered a model for the reversal of declining productivity of coastal and
near-shore waters in Vietnam (Verlaan, 1995, p. 9). The workshop proceedings noted that
one of the benefits of implementing co-management was that it would reduce the effort
required by government in the management of marine resources (ibid, p. 12). The ViceMinister for Fisheries at that time concluded this workshop by stating that in the Ministry’s
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opinion, the most important question discussed is what model of co-management should be
developed and applied in Vietnam (ibid., p. 17). Another outcome of this workshop was the
recommendation for the development of a series of pilot sites, the first in what would be a
long series of many such pilot projects in co-management of aquatic resources. The question
of what is the most appropriate model has both plagued and slowed development of comanagement in Vietnam since that time, as policy developers have struggled to work out
the best way to upscale results from individual trial projects into a coherent national
approach.

Legal and Policy Framework
Changes to legislation in Vietnam in the last decade have increased the potential for comanagement within the Vietnamese legislative framework. Changes to the Land Law (2003)
and Fisheries Law (2003) have given support for individual and non-State property rights,
and for local people to organise around fisheries management initiatives (Armitage et al.,
2011, p. 705). The Land Law forms the basis for development of terrestrial co-management
models by identifying communities as legal entities with rights to hold long-term land leases
(Swan, 2010, p. 4). The Fisheries Law supports decentralised management through the
establishment of fishery associations with the potential to hold resource rights (Armitage, et
al., 2011). The 1998 Decree on Democracy in Communes (Decree No. 29/1998/ND-CP of
May 11, 1998 – which was replaced in 2003 by Decree No. 79/2003/ND-CP of July 7, 2003)
provides the legal framework for people’s participation at the commune level (Ministry of
Fisheries Vietnam, 2005, p. 1). The decree is structured article by article around Ho Chi
Minh’s famous slogan “People know, People decide, People discuss and People supervise”
(ibid.).

Thuy and Symington (2007, p. 15) note that although co-management models and
community based approaches have been encouraged by the Government of Vietnam, there
had been relatively few resources and investment priorities allocated to this sector up to
that time. Thus there is a legal basis as well as policy directives supporting the use of comanagement, but these are yet to be supported by the provision of resources for a multiscaled approach enabling the development of co-management from the national to the local
levels.
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Forming Co-Management Policy
A conference on future options for fishery management in Vietnam held in 2003 made
strong recommendations for decentralised management “where provinces, local districts or
communes are empowered to implement management measures but within well-defined
goals, rules and standards that are set nationally by the central Government”
(FAO/FishCode, 2004, p. 4). The conference outcomes noted that the vertical style of
management under each line/sectoral ministry was recognised as an impediment to
developing national policies for coastal area management (FAO/FishCode, 2004, p. 14). To
effectively change this management style from vertical only to incorporating a horizontal
dimension, as well as two-way as opposed to top-down vertical management, would also
require significant investment in training of government staff and internal systems
development to enable these new management styles to develop.

A workshop on co-management concept and practice in Vietnam was held in Soc Trang in
March 2010 that revisited recent progress and attitudes to the implementation of comanagement. A background review paper for this conference notes that at the time, the
understanding of the concept of co-management inherent within current practice was still
variable, with a range of standards being implemented (Swan, 2010, p. 4). The conference
provided a definition of co-management suited to the context of Vietnam as follows:
…co-management is an approach that maintains the power of the state while
facilitating its communities, especially the poor and ethnic minorities, to actively
participate in managing and using natural resources in a responsible manner
(Anon, 2010, p. 1).
This description has clearly been worded to cater to the top down management structure
that exists in Vietnam, by addressing the maintenance of the power of the state as a key
component of the description.

Swan notes market demand, monitoring and enforcement failure, and insufficient
stakeholder capacity as disincentives to successful protected area co-management in
Vietnam (Swan, 2010, p. 10). Swan concludes that protected area co-management in
Vietnam needs to share lessons learned about co-management practice from both domestic
and international practice, as “…the same mistakes are being repeatedly made, and few
projects are critically evaluating documenting and disseminating achievements and failures”
(p.10). In his preliminary findings on co-management research in the Mekong Delta, Oh

92

(2010, p. 7) emphasises the importance of the existing local context, stating that comanagement needs to be cognizant of local specificities in an approach that works with
rather than replaces existing social norms. The conclusions of both Swan (2010) and Oh
(2010) suggest that future successful co-management in Vietnam will depend upon its
capacity to be adaptive, but that the local context will struggle with aspects of adaptive
management along the path to achieving adaptive collaborative management.

Other participants at the 2010 co-management conference noted the importance of direct
connections between co-management and livelihoods intervention, suggesting that
livelihoods improvements should be a planned outcome of co-management implementation
(Schmitt, 2010, p. 100). Several additional contributors to this conference also raise the issue
of development of sustainable alternative livelihoods as inherent to the success of comanagement, however none make explicit recommendations about how this should be
achieved. The recently approved guidelines for fisheries co-management (June 2010) also
refer to “community livelihood improvement” as a component of co-management plans,
and discussion of applying fisheries co-management in Vietnam has focussed strongly
around the issue of alternative or additional/supplementary livelihoods for small scale
fishers (Lai 2010). Alternative livelihoods are intrinsically linked to the implementation of
co-management as the desire to achieve effort reduction in near-shore fishing is driving the
implementation of co-management, and alternative livelihoods are seen as essential to the
success of co-management. Thus alternative livelihoods are the critical link to solving the
need for effort reduction, yet they also remain the weakest link based on poor success rates
of past projects.

Future Directions in Co-Management
In mid-2010 the Government of Vietnam issued Decision 67/QD-TCTS-KTBVNL - guide to
fisheries co-management in Vietnam, which defines co-management as “a management
method, in which the State shares authority, responsibility and management functions with
resource users” (Government of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, 2010a). The guidelines
address many of the issues raised by Swan (2010) and others, however the question of
adequate resourcing provisions remains to be determined in future co-management
practice. As many scholars have previously pointed out, Vietnam has a track record of
reflecting best practice in legislation only. The Vietnam Development Report for 2011 states
that there is insufficient financial support for the Capture Fisheries Co-management Task
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Force that is tasked with planning and implementation of pilot projects (World Bank, 2010,
p. 98). These pilot projects are intended to pave the way for dissemination of a national comanagement system, which will require much more significant resourcing again to have any
chance of evolving into reality.

Duong and Chuong (2010) state that Decree No. 123/2006/ND-CP (now replaced by Decree
No.33/2010/ND-CP dated 31 March 2010) regulates the decentralisation of management
down to the Provincial People’s Committees (PPCs) for the area out to 24 nautical miles
from the coastline; and empowerment of communities for management of the area out to
six nautical miles. However they note that the implementation of this is limited as sea
boundaries between provinces have not yet been defined, guidelines for relevant
organisations have not been developed, and a suitable legal framework for the devolution of
rights to surface water exploitation is still to be developed (Duong & Chuong, 2010, p. 118).

Their findings illustrate that there is a long way to go to overcoming the nuts and bolts
obstacles to implementation of decentralised management arrangements in the coastal
zone of Vietnam. These obstacles also have significant political dimensions as they involve
agreement of management responsibilities between the centre and the provinces, and
between provinces. These are the most likely to slow future progress on development of
new management arrangements as they involve disruption of existing networks of
patronage and benefit.

International Influences on Vietnam’s Co-Management Policy
The Vietnam Development Report 2011 produced by the World Bank made
recommendations about future action towards a national co-management system, including
provincial and district level support for more pilot sites, support at the national level for
improving the legal framework for co-management, and development of implementation
guidelines for use at the provincial level (World Bank, 2010, pp. 100-101). These
recommendations once again highlight the significant role of donors and their preference for
specific management approaches.

In my last field work activities in 2010, long term international consultants suggested that
the World Bank would take over the funding and administrative role implemented by
DANIDA through the Fisheries Sector Support Program it had funded for 10 years. The World

94

Bank phase would use a new set of rules of engagement to ensure greater national
compliance with agreed natural resource management objectives. The role of international
actors continues to surface throughout the history of the co-management story in Vietnam.
Whether these international influences will be able to directly or indirectly ensure that
adequate resources are secured to implement the national co-management system remains
to be seen.

The future co-management story has yet another international academic advisor linked with
the current sphere of policy influence, who is promoting the idea that the van chai
traditional management system can be reinvigorated for use in modern management
systems. According to its proponents “Such a system, based on Vietnamese cultural roots,
would be more politically acceptable and culturally satisfying than one constructed on
abstract and unproven imported concepts promoted by vested interests”(Ruddle & Lai,
2009, p. ii). The claim about vested interests inherent in their statement is not insignificant
when the cost of wide-scale development implementation of a new policy is considered, and
the potential for consultancy input through monitoring and evaluation, or benefits from
academic publication, is assumed to be part of this.

The persistent influence of donors in the evolution of co-management in Vietnam shows the
extent of international development influence upon national policy. The process of
“translation” of donor demands to the context of a developing country can be compared to
“Chinese whispers”, where the message passed on by the first communicator, the donor,
may look considerably different by the time it is adapted and adjusted to suit local
conditions and implemented on the ground. Mosse (2004, p. 654)

describes this as

“imperfect translation”, where “international donor policy only has effects through its
imperfect translation into the intentions and ambitions of others; the institutional interests,
operational systems, procedures and organisational culture of collaborating agencies, their
workers and those recruited as beneficiaries”. Sometimes these local translations do not
meet up to the donors’ expectations of what their particular policy implementation should
look like. The introduction of new co-management arrangements in Vietnam will
undoubtedly result in the creation of tensions around the implementation gap between
donor expectation and on-ground reality. How realistic these expectations are will in part be
determined by how well they take into consideration the existing socio-cultural fabric of
Vietnamese fishing occupations and culture.

95

The divide between the rhetoric and reality of policy can form an implementation gap in
practice, and the stories of what happens in between the theory and reality may be
captured for use in adaptive management strategies, or swept under the carpet of
generalised reporting and short term project funding cycles. Projects that are deemed to be
successful can reward their proponents as they are more likely to attract further funding,
and be propagated more broadly. In a country such as Vietnam, being in the management
sphere of a donor-funded project can be a lucrative and beneficial position, a fact which
could also influence the reporting of project outcomes. Vietnam’s co-management stories
thus far reflect the dominant social processes at work in the coastal resource sphere, and
these need to be taken into account in future co-management policy.

Fisheries co-management is highly subject to influence by external factors, and results of
projects and pilot studies are not always reported honestly where findings have not been
positive. Often the true story of the journey to policy implementation risks being lost in the
grey literature of development projects, as results are not published in the formal literature
and project staff move on to new beginnings. The successes of a project may be emphasised
in external reporting, while the issues in implementation are absent from the success pitch.
The World Bank’s Vietnam Development Report for 2011 features three aquatic comanagement projects as “successful examples of fisheries co-management in Vietnam”
(World Bank, 2010, p. 101). These three projects have often been reported as successful
models, yet no critique is provided of the issues encountered and the attempts to overcome
them – information that could be important lessons learned and contribute to the success of
future co-management projects.

Tam Giang Lagoon, Hue
The co-management project at Tam Giang Lagoon near Hue in central Vietnam is one of the
most famous in the country as it has long been regarded as successful. The experience at
this site highlights the fact that national co-management reforms need corresponding
support at the provincial and district legislative levels to support alternative governance
arrangements such as co-management (Armitage, et al., 2011). In this case, the provincial
government has been willing to devolve management responsibility for fisheries to the
district and to fisheries associations, however this is an exception and not the rule within the
case of Vietnam. Many more regional authorities will need to take such progressive steps in
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order for co-management to operate under an appropriate regional legal framework. The
coordination of such a framework both vertically and horizontally is also important, and
Armitage et al. (2011) draw attention to the need for linkages between hierarchical levels of
government as well as among user groups in a region for the formation of co-management
networks in Vietnam (ibid.). They also suggest that there are no guarantees that the recent
shifts in governance at Tam Giang Lagoon will be able to curtail a wider collapse of the
lagoon fishery, as “current declines might not be halted by access rights or co-management,
and shifts of the lagoon system into a further degraded state are possible” (Armitage, et al.,
2011, p. 710). They concluded that current evidence is bounded by small scale pilot projects
with limited geographical reach, and as a result, a key point of future analysis is to
understand the interplay among such small scale experiments and larger governance
transformation (ibid.).

Marine Protected Areas in Vietnam
The impact of the small scale fisheries sector on fisheries’ sustainability has increased at a
time when competing conservation agendas have increased in significance. MPAs, driven by
commitments to global marine conservation targets made at national and international
policy levels, are a recent addition to this changing landscape in the coastal zone. After
several pilot projects in the last decade and the more recent expansion of a national MPA
system, MPAs are now a major policy driver in Vietnam’s coastal zone.

Early MPA Development in Vietnam
The issues with implementing MPAs in Vietnam have been identified from the earliest days
of national planning. A workshop on co-management in Vietnam held in 1995 recognised the
lack of consensus between government agencies, lack of enforcement capacity around
fisheries regulations, and too much emphasis on economic benefit at the expense of
protection as issues around MPAs in Vietnam (Verlaan, 1995, p. 11). The marine protected
areas group from this workshop concluded that co-management could reduce government
efforts in the management of marine resources and MPAs, provided that certain
recommendations were met. These included ensuring that benefits were equally distributed
among local communities, and taking into consideration the differences in local culture and
practices, due to the diversity of these along the coast (ibid, p. 12).
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The early identification of issues as reflected within Verlaan (1995) highlight how the
problems faced in MPA implementation are less about identifying problems and more about
creating workable solutions to these problems. Verlaan reports issues with institutional
frameworks, as well as with on-ground implementation. These issues have continued to
play out across the MPA landscape throughout its development despite efforts through both
nationally coordinated approaches as well as one-off conservation projects implemented by
non-government organisations.

International Drivers of MPA Development
The early experience in MPA establishment also shows how international influences, of both
donors and NGOs, have shaped policy around MPAs. Thanh et al. (2005, p. 183) describe
how environmental policies are developed through international interactions, and that these
have impacts at the national and sub-national levels. While Thanh et al. (2005, p. 189) states
that “Developing countries cannot successfully implement marine protection by
themselves”, such assistance can have ripple effects from the international scale down to
the local through policy implementation. They note that in the 15 years prior to their
publication, the majority of international assistance has addressed capacity building of
central and local agencies, with little assistance going to local coastal communities (ibid., p.
199). The question of how the international wish list fits with local needs and expectations is
translated through the story of MPA practice prior to and during this research.

The National System
The establishment of the national system of MPAs initially commenced in 1999 with 15
MPAs identified for inclusion in the national system (Thu & Bourne, 2008). The proposal of
15 MPA sites in the national network was submitted to the national government, and in
2000 the Prime Minister assigned the former Ministry of Fishery (MOFI) a mission to revise
and complete the master plan and management regulations for the MPA network to 2020 in
cooperation with former Ministry of Science Technology and Environment (MOSTE) and
other related agencies (Bourne et al., 2008). In 2003 the government officially provided
MOFI with the power to regulate MPA and inland waters by issuing Decree 43/2003/ND-CP,
and the enactment of the Fishery Law from July 2004 gave official approval for
establishment of the 15 MPA sites in the national system (Bourne, et al., 2008).
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The Policy Framework
In June 2010 and after 10 years’ development, the Government of Vietnam finally approved
the Master Plan for MPAs to 2015 and vision to 2020. The Master Plan includes the
designation of eleven new marine reserves by 2015 (Thong, 2010). Thus the next five years
will see an increasing focus on MPA establishment and associated community development
impacts, both positive and negative.

The Livelihoods in and around Marine Protected Areas (LMPA) Component commenced in
2005 as part of the Development Cooperation for the Environment (DCE) Programme
funded by DANIDA and implemented by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development
(MARD) (LMPA, 2008). The Development objective of this component is: "valuable habitats
and their associated biodiversity in Vietnam’s coastal and marine waters are being protected
and restored without compromising the livelihood requirements of poor and vulnerable
communities" (LMPA, 2008). The LMPA Program has pursued three principal objectives since
its inception in 2005, namely:
1. An MPA network that covers the priority areas of Vietnam’s coastal waters is
strengthened and effective management systems are in place.
2. Vulnerable communities living in and around selected demonstration MPA sites are
able to meet their livelihood requirements without having to deplete marine
resources or degrade the environment.
3. Vietnam fulfils its commitment to the international effort to develop MPA networks
and contributes experiences of addressing the needs of vulnerable communities
(LMPA, 2008, p. 5).
The LMPA Program has been the main driver of proactive livelihoods change around MPAs in
Vietnam since 2005. Of the six outputs governing the program, one addresses livelihoods as
follows: “Improved socio-economic security for inhabitants living in and around selected
demonstration MPA sites based on sound natural resources management and more
diversified income generation” (LMPA, 2008, p. 5). As the program reached the end of its
funding cycle in late 2010/early 2011, it will no longer drive livelihoods management during
the establishment of the eleven new national system MPAs over subsequent years. However
the experience gained during this program’s duration has shaped current livelihoods
management practice around MPAs in Vietnam, and forms a benchmark that future
livelihoods management practice will be referenced against.
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The MPA Master Plan for MPAs refers specifically to “…funding to implement mechanisms
and policies of changing jobs, creating livelihoods for communities living in and around
marine protected areas…”(Government of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, 2010b), thus
the issue of MPA-affected livelihoods will remain firmly on the national agenda in
forthcoming years. The budget allocation for the MPA Master Plan included “research for
policy of supporting and changing jobs” to be implemented from 2010 to 2013 (Government
of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, 2010c), however at least one informant expressed
concern about the security of this funding, and noted the implications that a lack of funding
could have for the plan’s implementation.

Early MPA Experience in Vietnam - Hon Mun MPA
The Hon Mun MPA was the first pilot MPA developed as a part of Vietnam’s national system.
Its establishment also served as a catalyst for development of broader national MPA
initiatives that future MPAs would benefit from, such as the National Marine Protected Area
Steering Committee and MPA training courses. Most importantly, it laid the in-roads into
MPA practice in Vietnam, and served as a model of where both successes and obstacles
were to be found in on-ground implementation. The Hon Mun MPA project started in June
2001, entering an implementation phase in 2003 and was completed in 2005 (Ehler et al.,
2005). Hon Mun pilot project was intended to serve as a model for the MPAs that would
follow. The pilot project consisted of four main components: participatory planning and
management, alternative income generation activities, capacity building and monitoring and
evaluation (Ehler, et al., 2005).

The pilot project adopted four environmental indicators: the recovery of coral reefs
(increase in live coral cover in the MPA), no decrease in mangrove and seagrass cover,
increase in fisheries productivity and decrease in threatened species (Ehler, et al., 2005). By
2005 however, many of these indicators had performed poorly. Ehler et al. (2005) reported
that seagrasses had been destroyed by land reclamation for the VinPearl resort at Dam Gia,
and that fish abundance had continued to decline. While some areas showed maintenance
or improvement in the volume of coral cover, there were significant increases in dead coral
cover at some sites, and these were attributed to predation by crown of thorns starfish,
siltation impacts and overgrowth by seaweeds (Tuan et al., 2005).
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The most likely source of the siltation leading to coral death and take-over by seaweed
species was a road construction project occurring along the coast of Nha Trang Bay to
improve the road to Cam Ranh, the site of the airport servicing Nha Trang’s booming tourism
industry. This project involved extensive earthworks including coastal reclamation along the
mainland coast facing the south-western side of the MPA (Haynes & Tu, 2005). Haynes and
Tu state that the provincial government intended to enforce environmental impact
regulations in future, however this commitment would be too late for the seagrasses
adjacent to VinPearl, and the coral reefs adjacent to Highway 1 south of Nha Trang.

The tourism boom in adjacent Nha Trang city did not automatically transfer into economic
benefits for the residents living around the MPA. Despite increases in tourist visitation to
Hon Mun MPA between 2001 and 2004, the MPA Authority was not able to assure that
benefit from these tourists accrued to local villagers living on the islands. Haynes and Tu
(2005, p. 3) reported that “Very few people living within the MPA have benefited from
tourism in terms of income generation and alternative livelihood creation. Access to the
tourist market remains the largest barrier for local people to become involved in tourism”.

Despite the decline in environmental condition of key indicators, environmental impacts
from adjacent development sites, the failure of AIG activities to capture benefit from
increased tourism to local villagers, the Hon Mun Pilot Project continues to be held up as an
example of a successful MPA model in Vietnam. Development reports often give a “cup halffull” analysis of the Hon Mun Pilot project, citing success in the achievement of financial,
environmental, social and institutional sustainability (Bass et al., 2010). While such a positive
outlook may be useful to show progress made in difficult circumstances of high poverty and
local dependence on fishing-based livelihoods, it could also lead to copying of unsuccessful
project methodologies if no transparent reporting of project outcomes is available to those
who follow.

“Model” approaches to development projects have significant appeal in Vietnam as the topdown management system discourages risk-taking and initiative in project implementation.
As projects finish and staff leave to find new opportunities, this type of on-ground
knowledge becomes lost, only to be found by the occasional researcher willing to wade
through the murky territory of grey project literature. Many broad scale analyses of MPAs
fail to delve into on-ground achievements, instead simply quoting indicators of success
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reported in other literature. For example, Sorensen and Thomas (2009) report that local
communities benefit from tourism adjacent to MPAs through sales of t-shirts, handicrafts,
shuttling of tourists between MPA sites, and employment in resorts, specifically citing the
case of Hon Mun MPA as an example of where this occurs. While it may be true that the
people of Nha Trang City access such benefits, Haynes and Tu (2005) clearly show that the
local villagers were not able to do the same.

A more detailed examination of the Hon Mun project shows the hidden transcript within
MPA practice that reflects the reality of what is achieved on the ground, details that are
often omitted from the literature on MPA practice. The Hon Mun experience with
implementing co-management, while seen as “particularly noteworthy” in project reviews
(Ehler, et al., 2005, p. 10), was shown through on-ground experience to be somewhat
limited. The co-management experience described by Silverman (2004), whereby comanagement was represented by community participation in decision making, “was more a
term on paper than practice as Village MPA Committee members had access to policymaking meetings, but no role or authority in making policy” (p. 329). This localised
interpretation of co-management is somewhat common in Vietnam, where existing systems
struggle to devolve power to lower levels of authority on a permanent or meaningful basis.
What often results does not resemble true power sharing but is often heralded as a step in
the right direction, with the potential for extension in the future where conditions will be
more conducive to such a development. My research began from this point12, where inroads had been made into MPA and co-management practice in Vietnam through projects
like Hon Mun, and the next generation of MPAs were coming online with the potential to
adapt the lessons learned to date at new sites.

Conclusion
This chapter has shown how MPAs are just one influencing factor in the coastal zone of
Vietnam, and how there are many significant influences on local people and their
livelihoods. Many of these influences are also capable of undermining NRM governance
initiatives through co-management arrangements. The review of past experience in this
chapter illustrates how aquatic resource management interventions may struggle against

12

I first visited Hon Mun MPA in mid-2004 on a preliminary research scoping trip, in order to develop broader
research questions for this PhD research project.
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the tide of broader influences affecting the local scale. These influences will be investigated
in greater detail in the results chapters to follow.

Lobster Cages around Trao Reef, Khanh Hoa province
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CHAPTER FOUR
METHODOLOGY

Political Ecology and Development Ethnography
Social Science and Conservation
MPA co-management has social and political dimensions, hence the relevance of social
science to research in this arena. Adams and Hutton (2007) highlight the capacity of the
social sciences to engage with the politics of conservation action as a subject for analysis.
They identify a “disciplinary gulf that exists between predominantly natural science-trained
conservation planners and predominantly social science trained critics of conservation” as
partly responsible for the limited understanding of the political and economic dimensions of
conservation policy (ibid., p.148). They suggest that the application of social science is
invaluable to the study of conservation as “social science integrates politics centrally within
its analysis of conservation; natural science typically places it outside, as a constraint on
practical action”.
Political ecology:
…looks at the political dimensions of the environment, and is particularly relevant in
exploring the ways in which conservation and management are inherently political…
Political ecology asks who gets what and who controls nature. Conflict over
environmental resources is a central concern of a political ecological approach.
(Fisher, et al., 2008, p. 41)
Political ecology seeks to understand how unequal social and political power affect
ecological systems, while recognising that power is constantly renegotiated and shifting
(Déry & Tremblay, 2008). Paulson et al. (2005, p. 28) describe the term political to refer to
“…the practices and processes through which power, in its multiple forms, is wielded and
negotiated”, and encompasses both formal politics and everyday interactions. The power
these authors refer to is “…the power to shape environments for human action and
interaction” (ibid.).

Political ecologists explore power dynamics in both everyday

interactions and formal policy arenas through use of multi-scale research models that
”…bring together selected ecological phenomena; local cultural and political spaces; and
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global flows of policies, capital, personnel and discourse” (Déry & Tremblay, 2008, p. 13).
Paulson et al. (2005, p. 32) note the strength of political ecology in “…helping us to
understand relations between local cultural-environmental changes and global economic
and political forces and processes”, goals which are clearly relevant to the study of marine
conservation policy and practice in the developing world. Global MPA policy initiatives are
propagated through global conservation networks and donor initiatives to affect local
communities and nationally situated policy implementation alike, thus constituting a new
form of global governance.

Ethnography of Development Institutions
A research strategy is needed that reveals how everyday practices in aquatic resource
management comply or conflict with management systems. An ethnographic approach that
examines development institutions provides the opportunity to look critically at practice at
multiple scales and from multiple perspectives. Brockington and Sullivan (2003, p. 67) note
that an appropriate role for ethnography today may be to provide public space for views
that are otherwise likely to go unheard. This is the exact intention of the use of ethnography
within this research – to give voice to the MPA experience from the viewpoint of the local
people on the ground, as well as the different scales of policy formulation and project
implementation. These are the kinds of experiences that are often left behind in the
pressure to report positive results to donors seeking successful outcomes from marine
biodiversity conservation projects. This research constitutes an ethnography of development
practice, where
…ethnography can extend study beyond projects to the broader analysis of the social
relations operating within the complex institutional arrangements of development,
including the constellation of public and private agencies that channel development
assistance, such as the inter-governmental organizations, multilateral and bilateral
donors and the increasingly vast array of NGOs participating in development
activities. In doing so, ethnography can examine the various interests and
overlapping networks involved in these arrangements.
(Lewis & Mosse, 2006, p. 5).
The ethnography of development institutions locates the ethnographer firmly within the
research as a development practitioner and researcher, to engage the development
practitioner’s perspective from within and outside of the development process. Lewis and
Mosse (2006, p. 2) note that the increasingly controlled governance of development drives a
corresponding demand for these ethnographic approaches to development practice as “…
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even as orchestrated policy convergence and ‘harmonization’ around universal principles
and institutions for global governance characterize international development, the ‘actual
networks of practice’ (Duffield, 2002) are becoming ever more concealed, thereby making
the need for a critical ethnography of development policy and practice more and more
important”. Mosse (2004, p. 643) states that a more insightful ethnography of development
institutions is capable of opening up the implementation black box to examine the
relationship between policy and event, to explore not whether but how development
projects work; not whether a project succeeds, but how success is produced; to determine
the relationship between policy models and the practices of development agencies on the
ground. Development ethnography is able to capture a broader perspective of the reality of
what is achieved behind the curtain of development intervention of globalised policy
agendas through the experience of the practitioner within the development machine.

Multiple Scaled Ethnography
An ethnographic research approach is central to the study of how global processes interact
with the local (Déry & Tremblay, 2008, p. 14). Political ecology examines the interplay of
global environment and development influences with the local scale through
the application of multi-scale research models that bring together selected ecological
phenomena, local processes through which actors develop and negotiate
environmental management strategies, and global forces and ideas that influence
ecological conditions and socio-political dynamics. Strategies used link in-depth
ethnographic research within particular locales with “studying up” through
interviews with authorities and corporate leaders, analysis of legislative and political
material, and research into the relevant “gray literature”.
(Paulson et al., 2003, p. 211)
The strategy described by Paulson et al. (2003) very much describes the diversity of research
sources combined herein to produce this ethnography of MPA development in Vietnam.
Different sources of information are associated with differences in power relations between
actors, both within and between scales of analysis. The expression of this power through
natural resource management practice provides a policy landscape for analysis through
political ecology. The development focus of this research, the focus on MPAs in a developing
country, provides a context where the MPA becomes a form of development intervention.
The ethnography of development institutions approach is a culmination of these factors into
one cohesive focal point – the focus on the overall process of development, through
examination of all its sites and instruments. As a form of development intervention the MPA
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can manifest at sites, through regional management processes, national policy and
directives, and international development interventions. To research the MPA as a
development ethnography subject thus requires a multi-scaled, multi-sited approach.

Crossing Multiple Scales and Sites
A multi-scale and sited approach requires that appropriate analytical bridges are created
between the local and the macro scales of research. Progressive contextualization is useful
for research in political ecology as it provides a pathway to addressing difficulties of scale
and multiple levels by avoiding assumptions about the boundaries within which an issue
should be addressed (Fisher, et al., 2008, p. 98). Vayda (1983) defines progressive
contextualization as “focusing on significant human activities or people-environment
interactions and then explaining these interactions by placing them within progressively
wider or denser contexts” (p. 265). Vayda states that this practice utilises “…the holistic
premise that adequate understanding of problems can be gained only if they are seen as
part of a complex of interacting causes and effects” (p. 266). Progressive contextualisation
begins with a problem or situation that needs to be explained and identifies contextual
factors that seem to be relevant, with boundaries treated as provisional and “…expanded as
appropriate when causes that need to be addressed cannot be addressed at the level
originally selected” (ibid). This approach is highly relevant to the study of the MPA as
development object, as the MPA is always situated within a broader context that must also
be understood in order to reveal the broader networks of influence.

Development as Improvement
Development ethnography provides an overarching framework of analysis for the
examination of co-management and livelihoods change around the common locus of MPAs.
In this context, “development” is taken to mean “improvement” as used by Li (2007) and
Lawson (2010) (and others) in reference to development interventions and associated
processes. Thus the study of development or improvement examines “the ways in which
both improvers and their targets conform to, appropriate, and transform development
interventions, resources, and practices”(Lawson, 2010, p. 224). Development ethnography
reveals the relationships between policy development, implementation and the developers those developing and implementing policy and projects at multiple levels. Mosse (2004, p.
666) describes this as the sociology of development that focuses on project interfaces, “the
life-worlds of workers and the interlocking intentionalities of the developers and the ‘to-be-
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developed’“. Development ethnography identifies the agents at work within development
processes and their influence upon the interpretation of model approaches.

Development Policy Translation
Mosse (2004, p. 647) describes how dominant development policy models are translated
through the processes within projects and the work of the “skilled brokers” who work within
them, “who read the meaning of a project into the different institutional languages of its
stakeholder supporters”. The concept of translation “refers to mutual enrolment and the
interlocking of interests that produces project realities” (Mosse & Lewis, 2006, p. 13), and
should be utilised to examine the production and protection of unified fields of
development, as the appearance of congruence between problems and policy interventions
should be viewed as unexpected and thus worthy of further explanation. Each of the
concepts explored within this research project – co-management, livelihoods, and MPAs –
represent a type of model approach that is implemented as a development project within
the developing world. These models are translated many times through each case of
implementation, and this translation process is filtered by the influences acting upon the
development agents involved in each case.

Each of these processes and interactions

becomes a potential site for examination of the broader research questions.

NGOs act as one unique type of agent within development processes. Lewis and Mosse
(2006, p. 4) note the significance of “the increasingly vast array of NGOs participating in
development activities” to the analysis of social relations operating within development
processes. NGOs can take a special place in the development process as they are able to
operate in ways and places that the state cannot or may not be willing to do. Often
associated with grassroots participation and on-ground project implementation, local NGOS
are often utilised by international donors to implement their policy priorities in developing
countries. However their scale of operations at the local level can render their actions
inscrutable to external agents unless they too are embedded within the local and with the
NGO.

Nauta (2006, p. 149) describes how NGOs are often described with certain

characteristics, “…NGOs emerge as independent, value-driven, participatory, and
accountable and non-profit in nature”, some more based in myth than truth. Nauta
highlights the importance of embedding descriptions of the processes that NGOs are
involved in within their broader historical, political and socio-economic contexts in order to
determine which of these characteristics are myths and which are proven in reality. When
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combined with fieldwork with an NGO, development ethnography can reveal how
disjunctures between policy goals and practices are the result of externally imposed donor
agendas as well as the strategic actions and agency of local NGO actors (Mosse & Lewis,
2006, p. 19). This research considers the policy perspective from the view of the NGO as it
includes case study work undertaken with a Vietnamese NGO focussed on marine
conservation.

Development Project Evaluation
MPAs, co-management and livelihoods interventions are all examples of project based
approaches that are regularly implemented through development processes occurring in the
“global south” through the interventions of multilateral and bilateral agencies, NGOs and
national governments. Fisher (1999, p. 83) highlights issues with project based approaches
as they have the potential to be implemented and evaluated strictly based upon
predetermined aims and objectives, and without questioning the underlying “assumptions
of the development paradigm” that can underpin these aims and objectives. Fisher describes
a “blueprint approach to project design” whereby projects operate on the underlying
assumption that project staff implement a project as designed and do not question the
design (ibid.). In this approach, “monitoring is a mechanism for checking that planned inputs
and outputs occur on schedule”, and that “evaluation is the role of outside teams at specific
stages of a project” (ibid., p. 82); that is, according to the project’s aims and without planned
interaction between the two processes.

Such an approach is antithetical to adaptive

management processes advocated in modern natural resource management, as honest and
transparent review is required in order to determine what requires adaptation, and what is
the best adaptation to take in order to improve said management.

The implications of such an uncritical approach to project implementation and review are
that issues with implementation may not be addressed, and problematic approaches in
project approaches may be perpetuated in future projects using similar methodology. In
short, a lack of open and critical appraisal of project methodologies can lead to a cycle of
repetition of failed approaches, or of poorly functioning interventions at best. The outcome
can be to blame external factors such as departed project staff or poor fit with surrounding
institutions, rather than a lack of critical evaluation of the efficacy of the original project
objectives. Development ethnography is important as it enables this type of critique to be
applied to project-based development interventions, to shine a light on what is achieved
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within a project on what is normally blurred by the constraints of project timeframes,
internally focussed reporting structures and rapid staff turnover.

Overview of Methodology: Ethnography and the Development of
MPAs
The research examines how development agendas interact with MPA management, which
encompasses a range of actors and research foci including donors, government, nongovernment and local community representatives, policy development, and project
activities. The research questions were intended to get behind the curtain of marine
biodiversity conservation evaluation associated with MPAs, by examining the issues around
co-management and livelihoods change through research with a range of different actors
and institutions. A multiple actor and multi-sited research project such as this requires a
research approach capable of sifting through multiple layers of meaning and context. Thus
an “ethnography of development institutions” approach was employed within this research,
which utilised participant observation as a research method.

Brockington and Sullivan (2003, p. 65) define ethnography as a particular suite of methods
used to produce a range of qualitative data and that are “actor-oriented” in their attempts
to convey reality from a subject’s point of view. To explore all of the sites and actors
encapsulated within the research questions, ethnography is used to “…get behind the
myths, models and poses of development policy and institutions, as well as the reifications
of local culture and knowledge, to uncover the particulars of people's ‘lived-in
worlds’”(Long, 2001, p. 14). One of the strengths of ethnographic research is its ability to
produce detailed evidence that can flesh out or question generalisations produced or
meanings assigned by other research traditions (Schatz, 2009, p. 10). Participant observation
(the key method in ethnography) involves
…naturalistic, qualitative research in which the investigator obtains information
through relatively intense, prolonged interaction with those being studied and
firsthand involvement in the relevant activities of their lives. The primary data are
typically narrative descriptions (ie field notes) based on direct observation, informal
conversational interviews, and personal experience…
(Keen et al., 2005, p. 38).
Participant observation uniquely involves studying what people say they do and why, as well
as what they are seen to do and say to others about this (Cloke et al., 2004, p. 169), multiple
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perspectives that are useful for the study of policy development and practice and the divide
between them. For this study the ethnographic approach, using participant observation,
permitted the peeling back of layers of understanding as I was able to get inside policy and
project processes and reflect upon their workings from within. This broad approach was
implemented in my research by shifting research focus from specific sites and activities to
broader themes and processes at multiple sites and scales.
Multi-sited research was required as actors and institutions in MPA management are located
in regional field sites from provincial people’s committees to on-ground projects, and
operate around the national centre of government in Hanoi, in government and nongovernment spheres of operation. Falzon (2009, p. 9) states “If our object is mobile and/or
spatially dispersed, being likewise surely becomes a form of participant observation”. In the
case of this research, I was following the movement of MPA concepts over space and time,
between project sites and policy development fora at the regional and national level, and
these concepts were indeed often transported by people who also moved across the same
spatial and temporal dimensions. A multi-sited research strategy enabled exploration of “a
plurality of settings” (Falzon 2009, p.17), such as research institutes, policy making fora such
as conferences, government agencies, training events and regional workshops, in order to
investigate my research questions. Falzon states that this helps determine the way that
globalist models are localised, an approach which is highly relevant to the study of MPAs as
their adoption is facilitated through globally disseminated models and their adoption targets
are determined by international organisations.
This research thus used a multi-sited and multi-scaled ethnographic approach to addressing
questions about development institutions. Mosse (2004, p. 666) describes development
ethnography as “actor-oriented focusing on project interfaces, or front-lines, the life-worlds
of workers and the interlocking intentionalities of the developers and the to-be-developed”.
This approach is necessary because development practice is driven by a multi-layered
complex of relationships and the culture of organizations rather than by policy (Mosse,
2004, p. 639). Mosse states that through the practice of development ethnography, “the
ethnographic question is not whether but how development projects work; not whether a
project succeeds, but how success is produced” (Mosse, 2004, p. 646). Lewis and Mosse
(2006) state that ethnographic work in the development context has the unique potential to
show how change is brought about “not through the logic of official policy intensions,…but
through processes of compromise and contingent action of various kinds”.
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The Research Process
The research occurred over 15 months in Vietnam, from January 2006 to December 2007,
with follow up research undertaken in mid-2010. Case studies of several kinds were
investigated – one NGO-focused case study following one of the NGO’s projects as well as
their overall development approach to MPAs, one conventional site-based case study of
MPAs and their local and regional context; and one policy development case study, focusing
on the national government agency’s livelihoods policy development. The data collected was
qualitative, and based on observation and participation in activities with each case study
under investigation.
The research used a range of research techniques including participant observation, as well
as informal interviews and documentary research, dependent on the research opportunities
available and the direction suggested by information already gathered. Different information
sources were used to triangulate and validate emergent ideas over time. Snowballing
techniques were used to identify new informants and research opportunities, which
expanded the scope of the research into a broadening yet interconnected web of sociocultural relations around MPA management. The research coalesced around two principal
case studies, but included a much broader research scope than these two sites alone. The
detail of the various case study approaches used is elaborated below. Table 1 summarises
how the research utilised a multi-site, scale and research theme approach to explore the
research questions.

I conducted participant observation during training activities at regional case study sites, as
well as at sites of policy development in Hanoi and with a range of actors. In the capital my
research activities were involved with national government ministries, a case study
Vietnamese NGO, and with IUCN who hosted my research in Vietnam through provision of
office facilities. I also attended civil society development functions such as meetings of the
people’s participation working group, which met approximately every month during 2007
and tracked the development of national legislation affecting civil society organisations
during that time. In regional locations, participant observation was focussed around the two
principal case studies and involved regional training activities for MPA managers, provincial
meetings focussed on MPA management, management plan development workshops, as
well as training events held with local people by MPA management. In short, when activities
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were occurring around my key themes and case studies and I was able to attend, I would do
so.
Table 1: Multi-Scaled and Multi-Sited Research Approach
SCALE OF RESEARCH

ACTIVITY

National

Participation with LMPA (national MPA agency) policy
development activities on livelihoods management
Participation with MPA-related project and policy development
with IUCN Hanoi (International Union for the Conservation of
Nature)
Participation with the national working group in Hanoi, the
“People’s Participation Working Group”

National and Regional

Participation with regional training courses run by LMPA and
co-facilitated by NOAA (National Oceans and Atmospheric
Administration of the US Government)
Meetings and interviews with individual practitioners – national
staff, consultants, NGO staff, academic researchers

Regional

Case study of Cu Lao Cham MPA (co-management and
livelihoods research themes)
•

participation in project activities on field trips and
conduct of informal interviews;

•

participation in management planning and policy
development activities

Case study of MCD (Centre for Marinelife Conservation and
Community Development) (co-management and livelihoods
themes)
•

participation in project activities on field trips and
conduct of informal interviews;

•

participation in management planning and policy
development activities

Informal interviews, usually in the form of informal discussion, were conducted in Hanoi and
at regional field sites. Much of the research came from informal discussion in the context of
participant observation of different MPA activities. My research had relevance to a range of
independent consultants working in the fields of fisheries management and marine
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conservation, and I would meet with these people as the opportunity arose to discuss
common areas of policy interest. There was relatively little direct interviewing of local
people apart from an extended period of field work undertaken at Cu Lao Cham in the
summer of 2007 focused around livelihoods development. Meetings with key staff in the
national ministries occurred intermittently over the course of 2007 as determined by their
availability and my presence in Hanoi. Meetings with the Vietnamese NGO, the focus of the
second case study, were focussed around particular project work that I was involved with
intensively in the second half of 2007.

Documentary analysis commenced in late 2005 as preparation for the first preliminary
research trip in January 2006. The acquisition of new documentary information was also
intensive at the commencement of long term field work in January 2007, as I was gathering
information to decide on case studies for inclusion in the research project. The acquisition of
relevant policy and project documents was ongoing over the duration of the field work and
beyond, as new information continued to surface and as the patterns within the research
results emerged, new information needs could be perceived. As new key informants were
introduced to the research, they would contribute to more relevant documentary
information which would in turn lead to improved understanding about the history of
specific MPA projects and the influences on key policy developments.

Review of documentary information proved crucial to understanding of past MPA
intervention activities for several reasons. Many projects experience high staff turnover as
young professionals leave to take up study opportunities abroad, or relocate to different
workplaces. As a result it could be difficult to obtain first-hand information of historical
context from agency staff, some of whom were also uncomfortable about assisting a foreign
researcher asking critical questions above and beyond their instructions from superiors.
Where information was forthcoming it could be patchy and needing comparison with
documentary sources to fill in the information gaps.

2006 - Scoping Field Work
A preliminary research trip was undertaken in Vietnam from January to March 2006, to
assess the practicability of the proposed research through discussion with researchers,
practitioners and policy makers, and exploration of potential case study sites. Key
informants were identified prior to departure from Australia through existing contacts in
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Vietnam, and snowballing methods were used in-country to identify further individuals of
interest to this research. Key staff within the Vietnam Ministry of Fisheries, international
NGO’s IUCN and WWF and local NGOs were directly engaged during this preliminary stage.
Key informants included members of both foreign and indigenous non-government
organisations, Vietnamese researchers from universities and government research
institutes, foreign researchers from international research centres, as well as national staff
and foreign consultants and volunteers working for donor-funded coastal resource
management projects. Potential research sites were visited in coastal areas in central,
central-south and south Vietnam, from the eastern coastline to the west adjacent to the
Mekong Delta. Sites ranged in character from brackish coastal lagoons (Thua-Thien-Hue, and
Binh Dinh Provinces) to offshore islands and associated fishing communities in marine
waters (Kien Giang and Quang Nam Provinces). This field work included meetings with
approximately 50 people in total over four potential case study sites, and at offices in Hanoi.
The findings and experiences gained during this preliminary visit were used to provide
appropriate contextual grounding to the main body of field research commenced in late
2006. The preliminary field work experience resulted in the creation of an additional
livelihoods-focussed research question, and influenced the selection of final case study sites.

2007 – Main Period of Field Work
The main period of long term field work commenced in December 2006 and was completed
in December 2007. The first two months of field work were used to identify final sites for
case study, and two case study sites (Trao Reef Marine Reserve and Cu Lao Cham, details
provided in Overview of the Case Study Sites section below) were selected based on
coverage of a broad spectrum of research themes and scales of approach in terms of levels
of government involved and participatory models used. Several other sites and projects
were within the interest of my study but the difficulty of travel to these sites as part of a
multi-sited research project prevented their inclusion. The research was based in Hanoi as
the capital of Vietnam and the location of government ministries and non-government
organisations involved with marine resource management. Visits to regional field sites were
conducted as opportunities to participate in project activities arose.
Research activities with the two case study sites included participation in community
development activities seeking input to management processes or behavioural change by
local people, participation with development of management planning processes, a one
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month field intensive during summer interviewing households involved with additional
livelihood activities, and participation in community based tourism field trips. Research
events focused around community participation tended more towards use of participant
observation as I wanted to observe how participation unfolded within its local context. My
questions at these events were focused around capturing participants and facilitators’ views
of the participation that occurred, but were restricted to before and after the events took
place so that my questions didn’t interfere with proceedings. Livelihoods development
activities involved more opportunities for one on one discussion or direct questions about
household livelihoods strategies, particularly where they involved visits to households and
local people would be more comfortable to discuss such matters with a degree of privacy.

While in Hanoi, I was involved with policy development activities with the second case study
and with national government activities around MPA policy development. My presence at
policy development events involved my direct participation as well as observation of other
participants, with opportunity for direct questioning of some participants as circumstances
allowed. These activities were most often concerning fisheries co-management or MPA
livelihoods development, and my questions focused around these themes. I also utilised
desk space provided by IUCN Vietnam, which gave me a relevant context and support base
from which to conduct my Hanoi-based research activities. My involvement with IUCN’s
activities extended to my field support of their household survey conducted at Cat Ba Island
in November 2007, as the conservation and livelihoods themes of this event were relevant
to my research.
I also worked as a volunteer trainer on three MPA training events facilitated by LMPA, the
national MPA authority of the Government of Vietnam and held in conjunction with NOAA,
the National Oceans and Atmospheric Administration of the US Government. These training
activities focussed on establishment of new MPAs (April 2007, Phu Quoc Island), sustainable
tourism (August 2007, Danang), and development of a MPA management plan (October
2007, Hoi An). The first of these training events occurred in April 2007 and gave me
introduction to a broader range of MPA practitioners in Vietnam than I had previously
known. A component of this first training course was a “train the trainer” event for a group
of young MPA professionals who were to be engaged as MPA facilitator trainers at future
LMPA/NOAA MPA training events. These same trainees were to be involved in the future
MPA training courses I participated in. Overall, these training activities provided the
opportunity to interact with a range of Vietnamese MPA practitioners, as well as gain
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exposure to the teaching of western MPA management concepts to a non-western
audience. At these activities I observed other participants, and was able to conduct informal
interviews as opportunities arose. The NOAA/LMPA training events focused around
sustainable tourism, management plan development and MPA capacity building, so my
questions to participants varied with the focus of each training event.
The research strategy was adaptive and opportunistic: I learned from “hanging around”,
from gossip passed on, and from using glimpses of understanding to refine my questions and
direct my research accordingly. This adaptive process continued throughout the year. When
information was not forthcoming from one avenue of research, I would redirect my research
efforts to another area or site as opportunities permitted. Thus the multi-sited nature of this
research was largely directed by opportunity. Gaining access was only the first hurdle to
entry to a field site or project, as formal access did not guarantee on-ground cooperation.
Where cooperation was not forthcoming I would refocus my research attention to more
fruitful endeavours, as some people are hesitant to engage with critical research in the
context of Vietnam. Over time, I was able to build trust with various key informants at
different levels in different organisations, and thus create a mosaic of understanding of what
was driving MPA management in Vietnam at that time.

2010 – Follow up Field Work
In June 2010 I had the opportunity to return to Vietnam to conduct a brief research trip to
see what had changed since the end of 200713. This was to prove invaluable in showing how
Vietnam’s rapid development trajectory had impacted on one of my field sites, and gave me
the opportunity to meet again with many key informants from 2007. In Hanoi I met with
representatives from national ministries, international NGOs, regional projects and technical
advisors working with donor-funded assistance programs. My visit was timely as several key
policies, the MPA Master Plan and the draft Fisheries Co-Management Guidelines were
being finalised at the time and were released shortly thereafter. In addition to this policyfocussed research in Hanoi I was able to travel to Cu Lao Cham to meet with the fish sauce
producers and learn how their livelihoods had been changed by a range of factors since my
original field work there in 2007.

13

It was originally intended that follow up field work would take place in mid-2008 but it was delayed in favour of
writing up the results from previous field work. I also changed my enrolment to part-time study in mid-2009
which delayed progress with thesis writing. I was able to undertake the research trip in 2010 as I was attending a
conference in the region and the majority of my results analysis was complete by this time.
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Data Collection and Analysis
Prior to commencement of my PhD research, I worked in fisheries research14 in Vietnam
from 2003-04 and studied Vietnamese during that period. On commencement of my PhD
research, I resumed Vietnamese language study prior to my preliminary field work in early
2006. My Vietnamese language capacity was thus at an intermediate level during 2007, and
improved over the course of that year and with continued formal Vietnamese language
study during 2007, 2008 and 2009.

To assist with my language abilities, an interpreter was utilised for specific field events, and
depending in availability and suitability to the event. For some events, I hired an interpreter
to accompany me to the field, such as for the extended field work on Cu Lao Cham in
June/July 2007, to accompany me on the MCD ecotour in Khanh Hoa province, and for my
supervisors’ field trips to my field sites in February and June 2007. Hanoi-based meetings
involving a large number of foreigners such as those hosted by MCD or the LMPA program
would often have some interpretation provided that I would utilise.

MCD’s internal meetings in Hanoi were almost always conducted in English, as all staff had
English language capacity. Conversely, regional training events involving provincial or district
staff were almost always conducted in Vietnamese, as regional staff of government agencies
were rarely confident in English. In such cases, training would be delivered in English by
native English speakers, and translated into Vietnamese. Where the trainer was Vietnamese,
the training would be conducted in Vietnamese and not formal translation would be
provided.

In the field, Vietnamese colleagues would often provide a greater understanding of the
deeper nuances that my language ability precluded me from understanding. In some
contexts such as village level workshops it was not practical for colleagues to interpret for
me or conducive to the activity being undertaken. In such circumstances, I would get by as
best I could with my Vietnamese language skills and supplement my own notes with follow
up discussions with colleagues after the event. I was able to glean information through this
working format as I had experience in working this way in previous co-management work in

14

I worked as a research volunteer at the Research Institute for Aquaculture No. 2 in Ho Chi Minh City and
participated in a participatory water management project with shrimp-rice farmers in Soc Trang Province of the
Mekong Delta. More information about this research is available in Brown & Thanh 2004.
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Vietnam, where colleagues would conduct household interviews in Vietnamese and would
translate results back to me at the conclusion of the survey or during breaks in survey
proceedings (Brown & Thanh, 2004). Some village workshop proceedings were transcribed
in Vietnamese and I was able to have these transcripts translated after the event. I worked
with the resources and skills available to obtain as much understanding during a specific
research activity, and would improve upon this through follow up discussion of events with
colleagues.

At the start of 2007 I relied more heavily on the use of an interpreter to ask questions
directly of research participants. As I became more experienced in the specific Vietnamese
words associated with my research themes, I was able to ask questions directly in
Vietnamese with research participants. For example, during the fish sauce and dried fish
household surveys in mid-2007, I developed a list of standard questions based on my areas
of interest associated with this particular activity around household livelihoods planning. I
was able to gain an initial understanding of each household’s livelihood strategy through the
survey questions asked by the project’s business planning consultant, and follow up on my
areas of research interest around each household’s livelihoods strategy. Thus my research
questions in this context were focused around their existing livelihoods, their participation in
the project’s new supported livelihoods activities, and their views on the sustainability of
these new activities and how they fitted with broader household livelihoods planning.

Addressing my research questions about individuals’ participation in MPA activities and the
collaborative nature of these were more focused on observing practice, with selective
questions asked of participating individuals where possible and appropriate. The concept of
co-management is poorly understood at the local level in Vietnam, so questions tended to
focus more around the notion of participation with the MPA’s activities. When the focus of
my research shifted from the local individual to the policy context, it was more possible to
discuss co-management as a concept. Such questions were most likely to be conducted with
professionals, and often discussed in English.

Some activities were more conducive to direct questioning such as the household livelihoods
survey described above, whereas other activities I acted more as a participant observer, for
example in policy-focused activities where my interest lay in capturing participants’ views as
they emerged through practice. In LMPA or MCD meetings in Hanoi, I observed the
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interactions of other participants around the policy themes of interest to my research, and
contributed my professional views on the subject where appropriate. Often opportunities
for more detailed discussion emerged at the conclusion of events, when a few participants
might congregate over a beer to download about the event’s proceedings. Such discussions
usually occurred in English.

Over time, the nature of research questions changed as my findings emerged and ideas
around themes coalesced. Thus the questions I asked at the beginning of 2007 when I
focused on individuals’ experiences with project participation and livelihoods change were
quite different to those I was investigating by the end of that year. By the end of 2007, my
research activities were closely focussed around capturing views around the trends in policy
and practice that had emerged during my research, and involved more participation in
project activities and less direct questions to individuals. This tracked the broader shift in
my research focus from household level activities and data, towards broader trends in
project and policy towards the end of 2007.
In the field, data was collected in notebooks which were periodically reviewed during and
after field events, and main themes noted for each page. Each day’s notes would be
reviewed at the end of the day so that the emergent themes could be noted and the
subsequent field work adapted according to results thus far. An NVivo database was
compiled of transcribed field notes, Word files of my research ideas, and numerous
secondary documents collected during field work (project documents, government policy
documents, project output reports) to enable search and review of the entire research
dataset. The Nvivo dataset could then be searched in entirety for information about
emergent themes, in ways that were not possible using excel files or endnote15. Some 150
separate files were included in the NVivo database upon completion of the analysis and their
contents spanned the time period from 2005 to 2010.

15

I would like to emphatically state that Nvivo was key to the manipulation of such a complex and diverse data set involving
household interviews, transcripts of other activities, project documents and other grey literature. Many other researchers
asked me what was the point of using Nvivo for this research, and the answer is that I could not conducted this research in the
detail it reflects, using any other research tool available to me at the time. Nvivo was a lifesaver for this project, and I highly
recommend it to anyone considering undertaking similar ethnography that ranges from the village and other forms of the local
to national policy development and beyond.
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Reflection on the Research Process
My Position within the Research
The multi-sited nature of this research resulted in my use of multiple research positions as a
researcher located within the research project. As both a practitioner and academic I was
both participant and observer within the research. As I have experience in the practice of
fisheries management, coastal habitat protection, and aquatic focussed co-management, I
entered the research space as an active participant, willing to contribute opinions and
assistance as required. Within different case studies and research activities I could assume
more active or passive roles, and I was constantly forced to consider how much of a personal
influence I was exerting on the research at any time.

As a practitioner and scholar of natural resource management, one’s personal contribution
to the management intervention under consideration must always be re-examined in order
to be aware of its effect on the research subject under investigation. In some activities such
as working as a volunteer trainer or assisting with household survey design, my participation
was more direct and the potential for impact of my professional ideas was greater. This was
an inevitable result of the research approach used. Denscombe (1998, p. 208) notes that
“the researcher’s self plays a significant role in the production and interpretation of
qualitative data”. Mosse (2005, p. 11) refers to this as writing from inside development,
donor, project or professional communities as well as from outside them, as research occurs
not just in, but as part of, these communities and their activities. In this research context the
researcher is placed within the research frame, and turns a self-critical lens upon him or
herself as an actor-member of a transnational community, “speaking from within and in the
first person” (ibid).
This research was derived from questions arising from personal experience-in-practice in comanagement in Vietnam, in combination with insights from prior experience working in
fisheries management and marine conservation. Prior to commencement of my PhD, I
worked as a fish habitat ecologist and fisheries manager in government in Australia, and my
tertiary training focussed around the ecological sciences. Through this research, I
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transitioned from my previous position as an ecologist to become a critical social scientist16.
I was thus able to present myself as an aquatic resource management practitioner with
experience in Vietnam and pre-existing insights into the difficulties with implementing
exported model management concepts into this context. I personally undertook a journey
from marine resource management practitioner to researcher, and from conservationminded marine resource management practitioner to critical reviewer of MPA interventions
as my results emerged and revealed the cracks in implementation of model approaches. As
my in-field research progressed, I became more comfortable with this situation of being
embedded within the research and gained a more detailed understanding of how I was
affecting my own research by being positioned within it, and to understand it not as a
compromise to the research project’s integrity but as invaluable to the depth of insights
revealed.

Ethical issues associated with the use of participant observation in this research project were
identified and addressed through ethics clearance provided by the University of Sydney
Human Research Ethics Committee. These included: obtaining informed consent from
participants either through a printed participant information statement in Vietnamese or
through seeking oral informed consent; ensuring that participants are informed of the
research objectives and their right to withdraw from participation at any time; use of open
ended questions that would allow participants not to answer questions if they did not wish
to do so; assurance of the confidentiality of the data; and taking care to minimize discomfort
of participants during research activities. The application of these principles in the field
required tact and diplomacy to read what was appropriate for any given context.

Complications, Issues and Bugs: Hurdles Encountered During Field Work
The research strategy was not without its limitations. The multi-case, multi-sited nature of
this research was logistically complicated by nature, and sometimes one activity would have
to be chosen over another because it was not possible to be in two places at once. Trying to
choose between two equally relevant activities was difficult and could be a source of
frustration with this research strategy, at having to miss out on good opportunities for data

16

This transition from ecology to social science was not without difficulties, as it required a complete shift in
academic perspective from the physical to the social sciences. While both may examine the same subject matter
(e.g. impacts of increased fishing effort or resource use conflicts resulting from poorly functioning management
arrangements), the literature and perspectives utilised in each approach are fundamentally different. Taking on
social science after being trained in physical science is like having to have your brain erased and the thinking
pathways completely rewritten. It is a laborious and time consuming process and is not for the faint hearted!
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collection. These limitations do not detract from the validity of the results reported within
this thesis, but should be viewed as an obstacle to be managed proactively within this type
of research.

The negotiation of complex relations, interests, situations and logistics associated with doing
development geography field work in Vietnam often requires adjustment of expectations
and research practices (Scott et al., 2006, p. 28). As a multi-sited research project
investigating potentially sensitive issues around government policy, it was expected that
some resistance would be met both during the initial identification of field sites, and during
the research, and that these difficulties would need to be negotiated around. Without
identifying specific individuals or entities involved in this research, I give the following
account of the most significant difficulties encountered during the research in-country.
Access to discussing the research themes with local people was limited to the pathways
created by joining with organised activities. These gave me a way in to the community and
an opportunity to be known personally by the local people, who were often willing to share
their local knowledge and connections with me. Where local people were unhappy with the
MPA’s projects or activities, they could voice their displeasure by refusing to participate in
my research. One local woman, a fish trader, claimed she saw no point in participating with
any MPA activities, including my research which she viewed as connected to the MPA, as the
MPA never provided her with any benefit.
While this experience of outright rejection was not common, there is a much stronger
tradition of “everyday politics” in Vietnam where local people contest norms and rules
around allocation of resources through “…quiet, mundane and subtle expressions and acts
that indirectly and usually privately endorse, modify or resist prevailing procedures, rules,
regulations or order” (Kerkvliet, 2006, p. 291). As such, Vietnamese people have a tradition
of employing indirect ways of non-cooperation, which also avoids a loss of face on the part
of all concerned as direct confrontation is avoided. The result is a gut feeling that a rejection
of sorts has taken place despite no direct confirmation of this through dialogue. I
experienced this several times during my field work where my research may have pushed
informants over the boundaries of what they were comfortable to participate in. In an
example from one field site, an offer of on-site accommodation was made in the presence of
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my then academic supervisor17 and in direct support of my research, but was later
withdrawn in his absence. These occurrences signalled a potential dead end and a possible
need to backtrack and explore other research avenues.

In another project, I assisted with the development of a household survey to be conducted
within the community where the project was located. Development of the survey took place
over several months and involved the investment of significant time on the part of myself
and the staff involved. Due to shifting field trip dates among several projects, (an
unfortunate cost of multi-site research such as this) I was not able to accompany the survey
team to the field, and was relying upon post-survey evaluation of survey results. Reporting
back on the survey results was delayed by several months until it was finally revealed by a
new staff member that the survey had received poor responses, with only around 5% of the
total information recorded on each form. Had I been in the field, I would have been able to
adapt the survey methodology and salvage something from the survey – as it was, the data
was useless to my research as it could not be relied upon, and was likely to have been of a
similar value to the project. Timing clashes between different projects are a cost of multisited ethnographic research which must be negotiated carefully, and are not always
avoidable.
Despite the “costs” associated with a multi-site qualitative research project such as this such
as the aforementioned example, the research questions within this study necessitate this
research approach in order to get around the obstacles, the dead ends and closed doors that
seem to block research progress. Scott et al. (2006, p. 38) note that officials may be reticent
to acknowledge gaps between policy and practice, and that “this makes the use of multiple
methods to uncover this gap extremely valuable”. They highlight the need for “...a
negotiated, adaptive, and flexible approach, and one that is sensitive to the changing
research context” (ibid) as critical to the success of such research, and it is such an adaptive
approach that was employed in this research project to overcome methodological and
logistical constraints.

Another issue which is explored through the co-management component of this research is
the issue of collaborative workplace culture is relatively new in Vietnam, and still runs

17

My principal supervisor and associate supervisor switched roles at the end of 2008 due to a change in funding
circumstances within the School in which I studied at Sydney University. As a result, my associate supervisor
became my principal supervisor for the duration of my PhD candidature thereafter.
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against the grain of top down management bureaucracy in many instances. This is an issue
explored further within this thesis, but it deserves a mention in this section as it blocked
research progress several times during my field work. In many instances there was a
willingness to collaborate with my research where common goals existed with different
research partners, but management structures lacked an effective way to enable staff to
engage with this type of working relationship (or were unwilling to let staff engage, to take a
more negative view). In other instances where workplace cultures were outright traditional,
there would be little collaboration other than what was formally required according to my
letters of introduction from the Hanoi National University of Education, who acted as local
supporting agency for my research.
Understanding of the concepts of “participation” and “co-management”, a significant focus
of my research, was also variable and this impacted on what kind of activities I was invited
into and how my research interests were introduced. The concept of co-management is
relatively new in Vietnam and often misunderstood, and so often I would use the term
“participation” in its place as it was better understood and often had less political
implication. Participants could sometimes interpret my interest in participation as how
people performed in group activities, and failed to grasp the broader application of the
concept within natural resource management. Given the relatively low use of “comanagement” in Vietnam to the time of my research, and the level of debate in defining its
boundaries among policy makers, it is not surprising that regional officers had trouble
conceptualising what co-management research was actually about. The lack of a top down
directive from the central government with a clear definition of the concept and its
implementation meant that local officers could only interpret it within the limits of their
personal experience. Over time I adapted to going with whatever context I could gain access
to and make the most of the opportunities it presented, as trying to re-write people’s
understanding of my use of these concepts would take a long time and was not the point of
my presence there in the first place. This was a fine example of “learning by doing” as I
improved my capacity to research in a range of contexts over the course of the project.

Overview of the Case Studies
The cases within this research were chosen as they capture different aspects of the MPA, comanagement and livelihoods story of Vietnam in 2007. The case studies (Figure 2) do not fit
a typical “place-based” definition of the term case, nor do they mirror more traditional
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approaches to case studies involving extensive time periods embedded in village field sites.
It was not possible to combine such an approach with the study of policy development in
Hanoi, and in-field analysis of case studies was limited to shorter field visits as a result. The
case studies were chosen as they provided access to a range of sites and opportunities for
investigation of the research themes, from policy development to on-ground
implementation. The choice of cases was also largely opportunistic – the final choice was a
result of what worked best practically and logistically.

Figure 2: Map of Vietnam showing two main case study sites
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Several other sites were considered for case study at an early stage of the research but their
distance from Hanoi made travel to these sites difficult, particularly as research activities
attempted to follow project activities. For example, I planned to research marine
conservation activities on Con Dao Island but it was not physically possible to travel there
when project activities occurred as the MPA staff lived on the mainland and their travel took
up all the available seats on the limited air services available. My research priorities
continued to be flexible through the main period of field work and adapted to best address
the logistics of the time. As a result the activities I participated with in each case study were
largely determined by best fit with other activities occurring around the same time, while
trying to maintain an even spread of data gathering on each. These cases are elaborated
below.

Trao Reef Marine Reserve
The Trao Reef project, located in Van Hung Commune, Van Ninh District, Khanh Hoa
Province of South-Central Vietnam (Figure 3) is implemented by MCD Vietnam, the Centre
for Marine Life Conservation and Community Development. The Trao Reef Marine Reserve
project was established 2001 to pilot a model of a locally managed small-scale marine
reserve, with the objective of building capacity for local communities and authorities in
management of coastal coral reef ecosystems and conservation of marine and coastal
biodiversity through marine protected areas (Thu, 2006). Managed by the Xuan Tu
community and facilitated by MCD, the reserve seeks to protect the reef from overfishing
and destructive fishing practices to rehabilitate the degraded reef environment (McDonald,
2005). MCD’s work in the area has focussed on community development while assisting the
community to conserve the biodiversity of the reef. This focus has broadened from its
original mandate of community-based management of marine resources as a result of more
recent resource use conflicts relating to the expansion of lobster cage culture and associated
declining water quality. In late 2007, the NGO was also considering extending its activities at
this site into additional livelihoods development for fishers using destructive fishing
methods.
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Figure 3: Location of Trao Reef Marine Reserve in Khanh Hoa Province, Vietnam
(McDonald, 2005)

This case study was not restricted to the project site alone, but included MCD’s activities in
its Hanoi office. The distance between the MCD office and Trao Reef field site was
significant, and impeded the Hanoi staff’s access to this site as much as my own. I
accompanied MCD staff on site visits for ecotourism development (June), for monitoring and
evaluation (September) and for management plan development (December). As a result of
the difficulty of accessing this field site, a lot of my activities with MCD revolved around their
Hanoi-based policy development activities for all their field sites. MCD coordinated a series
of Marine Policy meetings during 2007 called “Blue Meetings” that I regularly attended,
which addressed a range of marine resource management topics and were attended by
members of different NGO and government representatives working in marine resource
management. These meetings gave me the opportunity to participate in policy discussions
and learn first-hand how the different players in marine resource management positioned
themselves against different policy viewpoints. MCD also had a project site in the Red River
Delta in northern Vietnam, and I visited this site in November 2007 as it was also trialling a
community ecotourism model project that would be implemented at the Trao Reef site.
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The study of the Trao Reef project site evolved into a broader analysis of a Vietnamese NGO,
its field sites and policies, and how these interacted with other actors in marine resource
management. This analysis of the relationships between different case studies and
connecting policies and actors is an example of how the development ethnography
approach is utilised in this research.

Cu Lao Cham MPA (CLC)
This case study forms the most traditional case of this research, in that it focuses on a
discrete management intervention and area. The MPA was established in late 2005 under
the authority of the Provincial People’s Committee of Quang Nam Province, and was the
outcome of the Cham Island MPA project that operated under an agreement between the
Government of Vietnam and the Government of Denmark from October 2003 to December
2006. The population of around 3000 people is concentrated on the largest island in the
Cham Islands group (Figure 4). The islands are located approximately 20 km from Hoi An off
the coast of central Vietnam, and are close to world heritage sites, international and
domestic tourism, and large regional centres such as Da Nang. At the same time they are
isolated by socio-economic and geographic factors linked to its island status. Between 80
and 90% of household heads’ incomes are derived from small scale fishing (Tri, 2007). In
2006 and 2007 the MPA Authority’s operations focused strongly on community
development interventions around alternative livelihood activities, targeting households
determined to be most affected by the MPA regulations. The MPA operates through a
formal MPA management authority which utilises ad-hoc community input to the
provincially managed power structure. Implementation of MPA authority activities occurs
with cooperation of the commune, with management directives coming in part from central
government in connection with donor funding.

Research at this site involved participant observation through attendance of village
workshops around garbage management and livelihood training, regional meetings in the
provincial capital Tam Ky, and MPA training courses in regional centres Hoi An and Danang.
Participation with village training activities commenced in March and finished in late
December 2007.
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Figure 4: Cu Lao Cham Archipelago, Quang Nam Province Vietnam
(Ashton, 2004)

The understanding gained through these events was broadened by a field intensive in mid2007 when I accompanied a group of fish sauce production trainees on a study tour to south
Vietnam, and then through detailed household survey with these same trainees back on Cu
Lao Cham. I joined a study tour of fish sauce producers from the Island as they journeyed
down the coast of south-central Vietnam, learning about fish sauce production, marketing
and distribution along the way. These women were fishermen’s wives who had been
assisted to learn fish sauce production through an official MPA alternative livelihood activity,
of which this study tour was one component. As a participant in the tour, I was able to
discuss the trainees’ perceptions of livelihood change relating to their Island and the MPA on
an informal basis. I was already known to these women due to previous attendance of their
training activities on the Island, however the study tour gave them greater opportunity to
learn about the focus of my study, and by the end of the tour they were quite comfortable
to volunteer information to me that they thought useful and relevant, or simply worthwhile
gossip.
After the study tour, I returned to the Island with the group to dig deeper into the livelihood
strategies of trainees involved in alternative income generating projects implemented
through the MPA. During this time the MPA Authority also conducted detailed business
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planning surveys with livelihood trainees and I was able to participate in these surveys and
ask supplementary questions. I used snowballing techniques, starting with the fish sauce
producers from the study tour and branching out to interview their friends and relatives
through their introductions. This way I was able to contact many of the livelihoods trainees
who had been involved in other training activities apart from the fish sauce and dried fish
groups. On return in 2010, I again sought interviews with the fish sauce and dried fish
trainees to find out what was influencing the livelihoods activities of their households in the
context of change that had occurred on the Island since 2007.

The National Livelihoods Policy Development Case Study
I developed a semi-formal connection to the central Ministry of Fisheries’ LMPA Program,
which was initially established through acting as a volunteer trainer on 12 day donor funded
training program on MPA management in April 2007. Through relationships fostered with
key informants, I was also invited to informally participate with the development of the
national livelihoods strategy for the LMPA program. This strategy was being developed
under consultancy by the national office of an international NGO and private consultants.
The draft strategy was developed between February and July 2007 and consultation on it
was facilitated through a national workshop in June 2007 with which I participated. The draft
strategy captured the lessons learned in livelihoods management at all MPAs in Vietnam to
date, and recommended a livelihoods management and administration system for national
adoption (WWF Vietnam, 2007). In the following six months, various components of this
draft strategy were debated and trialled and I was able to interact with this debate through
my ongoing involvement with the LMPA Hanoi staff. Sometimes this involvement would be
facilitated through formal meetings arranged at my initiative, and sometimes through
involvement of myself and the LMPA staff at related activities which provided the
opportunity to discuss the LMPA’s work. The LMPA/NOAA facilitated training courses and
the Blue Meetings arranged by MCD are two examples of where this exchange was possible
though opportunistic interaction.
The following two chapters present the case study results by location, emphasising the
multi-scaled interactions occurring around a particular MPA intervention. While the findings
from the MCD and CLC case study sites are presented as discrete case studies, the national
livelihoods policy development findings are not presented in a stand-alone chapter. Instead
they appear within these aforementioned chapters where relevant to painting the picture of
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how the national/central policy development interacted with the regional and local. As a
case study, national policy development represents more of the institutional ethnographic
focus than the site-based case studies, as it captures the interactions of national and
international agents with regional officers as the local interpreters and implementers of
development practice.

Trao Reef Guard house, Khanh Hoa province
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CHAPTER 5
EXPERIENCE FROM TRAO REEF MARINE RESERVE AND
MCD

Introduction
This chapter examines how the Center for Marinelife Conservation and Community
Development (MCD) implemented livelihoods and co-management initiatives through its
community-based approaches to coastal resource management. MCD’s livelihoods and comanagement activities are considered within the same chapter as they are interconnected in
their on-ground implementation, and are subject to the same influences: from MCD as the
implementing agent, and from external agents such as national ministries and officers,
donors and international policy trends.

The findings in this chapter reflect my experience as a researcher and practitioner involved
with MCD’s work during 2007. As an NGO, MCD was more open to collaboration with
external agents than any government office my research involved. As a result I had open
access to MCD’s staff who answered my questions and entertained my ideas to the best of
their abilities. This style of interaction lent itself to an ethnography of the development
institutions both within MCD’s operations as well as its broader scope of influence on marine
policy in Vietnam. This research approach utilised participant observation at different sites
and scales to explore how model approaches around co-management, livelihoods and MPAs
translated through to the local level. Models and policy approaches are changed as the
result of this process of translation, and the case reveals both the cause and consequence of
these changes.

Throughout the year I was able to participate in field and policy development activities,
including discussing MCD’s work with associated consultants and visitors to MCD’s field
sites. MCD staff moved between the office in Hanoi and its regional field sites, and I followed
staff to the field in both northern and southern field sites. MCD’s regional work often felt
like being included in a big boisterous family gathering, and I was welcomed into these
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activities like a family member who belonged18. Through these experiences I was able to
observe the factors leading to decision making around MCD’s work, and that contributed to
the broader philosophical debates around the approaches to development utilised by MCD.

This case study shows what a community-based approach and Vietnamese NGO have been
able to do in the context of MPAs, through livelihoods initiatives at the local scale, with
national and international implications. It explores the strengths and limitations of a long
term community-based approach, and how this has fared against government expectations
and norms. The case highlights the international influences on NGOs including donors
through funds and support for favoured approaches, and the influence of international
researchers as collaborators and patrons.

MCD Past and Present
MCD occupies a unique place in the marine conservation landscape in Vietnam, as it is the
only Vietnamese non-government organization (NGO) working in this field. While the
international NGOs such as WWF and IUCN have had significant experience in implementing
marine conservation programs through local offices and staff for some years in Vietnam,
MCD stands alone as a truly “Vietnamese NGO” in that it has no connection to international
NGOs and so determines its own work focus and direction. As such it represents a unique
perspective on the implementation of international conservation agendas, as the path of
policy translation differs from the traditional donor-national or INGO-provincial
implementation pathways.

MCD is also unique in its exclusive focus on coastal and marine conservation and
development, and the use of community-based coastal resource management (CBCRM)
principles. This has made MCD the subject of much interest by development academics, as
well as misunderstanding on the part of government officers who struggled to see the value
of working outside of the government system or of community-based management in
general. Despite cynicism towards MCD from those in national hierarchies, its work was well
respected by international donors who wanted to support an NGO whose work invested in
the grassroots, rather than in regional government with all its inevitable on-costs.

18

This contrasts with my reception at some activities at Cu Lao Cham, where not all MPA staff were always
appreciative or tolerant of my presence.
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MCD grew significantly during the period of my field research due to increasing donor
interest in its community-based approach. When I first met with MCD representatives in
early 2006, MCD was a small team in a two room office in Hanoi, with a solid reputation for
community-based conservation supported by small grants. I was greeted by the small but
enthusiastic team on this first visit, each of whom was keen to share with me of their area of
professional and personal interest, and I left feeling excited about connecting my research to
MCD’s work. During 2007, MCD was transformed by its success in acquiring much larger
grants from bigger budget donors, which enabled expansion of its ecotourism work as well
as of staff and office sizes. Each time I visited MCD’s offices in 2007, I was greeted by some
form of change, whether it was a new staff member, a new project site, new funding or new
plans to expand operations to a bigger office. This case study reflects MCD’s experience as a
local NGO in a time of significant growth and change, when its internal goal posts were
shifting rapidly as a consequence of a rapidly expanding budget.

MCD describes its focus and position with regards to conservation and resource use as
follows:

The Centre for Marinelife Conservation and Community Development (MCD) is a nongovernment organization devoted to marine conservation and coastal community
development in Vietnam. MCD recognizes the living interdependency of coastal
communities and marine ecosystems. The coastal and marine environment provides
jobs, food and ecological services and must be protected to ensure the livelihoods of
local people are sustained. As degrading marine ecosystems reduce present and future
opportunities for coastal communities, MCD’s goal is to harmonize conservation with
socio-economic development
(MCD, 2006b).

MCD has strong networks and support at the two community sites where it works –its
coastal wetlands program with Giao Xuan community adjacent to Xuan Thuy National Park in
the Red River Delta in the north, and its coral reef program at Trao Reef Marine Reserve in
Khanh Hoa Province in south-central Vietnam (Figure 5). In 2007, MCD was also making inroads into additional field sites in Quang Nam Province in central Vietnam, and Ninh Thuan
Province in south-central Vietnam, however the work at these sites was not a specific focus
of my research.

The majority of MCD’s staff are based in its Hanoi office, with staff travelling to regional field
sites in order to implement the organisation’s work plans. During the period of my research
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in 2007, MCD occasionally employed local facilitators to assist with on-ground activities
when required. A change in strategic direction during 2007 led to the realignment of work
teams away from a site-based approach and towards a thematic approach. Staff and
projects were assigned to thematic areas and project work was carried out according to its
relevance to each thematic area. This resulted in some change around which staff worked on
the different field sites, but focussed MCD’s operations around the areas of expertise it was
recognised for, including coastal management and community development.

Figure 5: Images from Trao Reef and Giao Xuan project sites highlight the contrast
between the coastal embayment marine reserve of the former and the brackish mangrove
ecosystem of the latter
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Model Concepts and Projects
In 2007, MCD’s work at Giao Xuan in the north focused on developing sustainable
ecotourism by developing skills of the community in conservation-based eco-businesses
(especially women and poor fishers), to address poverty and improve living standards. In the
south, MCD’s work at Trao Reef was intended to develop and strengthen the capacity of
community members to manage the marine reserve in order to protect coastal coral reef
ecosystems and their biodiversity, improve the quality of life of the local community by
promoting ecotourism and responsible fisheries as sustainable livelihoods, and provide
opportunities for the community to participate in scientific research (MCD, 2006a).

The two sites shared common goals and these manifested through shared experiences and
project methodologies from one site to another. While Trao Reef remained the main focus
of my research interest, I visited Giao Xuan in order to gain perspective on how the
ecotourism project piloted there acted as a model for the community around the TRMR.
The results presented here thus draw upon research experience from Giao Xuan, Trao
Reef/Van Hung, as well as my experience in Hanoi working with MCD on its policy and
program development. These results are equally important as together they create an
understanding of how MCD’s different projects and field sites act as models and influences
upon one another. The influence of model ideas and projects is an important theme within
development ethnography, as it shows how ideas are propagated regardless of the quality of
results generated by past projects. Another important component of this institutional
ethnography is following the development of ideas from a central management agent – in
this case, the MCD office in Hanoi, to regional field sites, and the flow of information back to
the centre.

As my research interests lay at the intersection of co-management and livelihoods, my
research efforts focused on those areas of MCD’s work in 2007 that most reflected these
interactions. The development and trial of ecotourism at both MCD’s field sites, and the
development of a fisheries association and management plan at Trao Reef/Van Hung
commune were of particular interest to me as they all directly affected local livelihoods, and
also involved MCD’s community-based coastal resource management approach and local
management mechanisms.
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Trao Reef Geography and Community
Trao Reef Marine Reserve is only 0.4 km2 in size but acts as a catalyst for community focus
on coastal management issues for a much greater area. Van Hung commune, the site of
TRMR, has a population of around 10,000 people, and around 70% of this population is
involved with coastal fisheries. Van Hung commune is located about 60km north of Nha
Trang city, one of Vietnam’s most popular coastal tourism destinations, and the site of Hon
Mun/Nha Trang Bay MPA.

The TRMR project is based around Xuan Tu village, which covers 379 Ha and spans 4km of
the coastline of Van Phong Bay. Xuan Tu village, population over 4000, has the highest
population density of any village in the commune, and also has the closest proximity to 13 of
the most prominent reefs in the district (Vinh, 2004). Around 400 households in the village
are involved in local fisheries, but only 60 of these households carry out this task exclusively,
with the rest engaging in fisheries as an additional income source (ibid). This capture fishing
effort mainly targets the local reefs, using highly effective but simple techniques such as
using lights as attractants, gill nets, and diving fishing, and small boats with a maximum
capacity of 12 cc. Only after 1980 did villagers switch the focus of their livelihood activities
from agriculture to fishery resources, and from 1990 onwards, this included lobster cage
culture (Hue et al., 2001). Per capita income figures show the economic significance of this
livelihood transition: in the local agriculture sector, per capita income in 2001 was 3.95
million VND/year, whereas in the fisheries sector it was 50.5 million VND/year (ibid.). These
figures show the degree of change caused within the local community through the transition
from agriculture to lobster culture, as the local people went from being farmers, wood
collectors and wage labourers in agriculture to “aquacultural entrepreneurs”.

The transition to lobster culture has created marked divisions between income levels within
the community. Lobster and shrimp farmers were found to be the wealthiest, and could
earn incomes comparable to wealthy households in Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh City, around
$1350 USD/year (Silverman, 2004). By comparison, the poorest households only undertook
farming or only fishing. Those who undertake a mixed farming/fishing livelihood strategy
escape poverty by doing so, earning comparatively higher levels of income than the poorest,
but nowhere near the high levels of the lobster culturists.
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Impacts on Aquatic Livelihoods
Fishers in the area of TRMR have been known to use cyanide19, dynamite, fine mesh nets
and electric rods, techniques that are collectively referred to as destructive fishing due to
their effectiveness and tendency to kill or capture everything in the vicinity of their
deployment. These destructive fishing techniques are in addition to habitat destruction that
occurs in the area, as hard coral material has been harvested from coral reefs to supply
construction materials (Hue, et al., 2001). Fishing related impacts have worked in tandem
with pollution impacts from lobster culture to significantly reduce the environmental quality
of local marine resources. Lobster culture has resulted in increased pollution in terms of
both water quality and gross pollutants. As lobster culture has increased, its expansion has
not been supported by the provision of waste management services and the local people
have become accustomed to throwing all waste materials to the sea (Hien, 2004). In recent
years aquatic resource levels at Trao Reef are estimated to have reduced to less than 10 per
cent of the levels evident in the 1980s (MCD, 2006a). These issues have resulted in requests
for assistance with conflict management and additional livelihoods from the local
community.

The broader location of Van Phong Bay also faces increasing competition with industrial
activities as a port development in the south of the bay was intended for expansion along
with the adjacent economic zone. Local livelihoods dependent on water quality like
aquaculture could come under increasing pressure from adjacent coastal activities as well as
from poor water quality management from within. Road development in the area had
already opened up coastal areas to in-migration, with increasing demand for coastal
resources due to increased population. The 2020 plan for the port’s development would see
it expand to an increased capacity of 5 million containers per year.

History of the Project
MCD worked with the district and provincial governments to enable the marine reserve to
be established. TRMR was initially authorized as a project from 2001 to 2004 by the People’s
Committee of Khanh Hoa Province, and through an MOU with Van Ninh People’s

19

Cyanide fishing involves divers using hand-held squeeze bottles of cyanide to stun and capture fish. The effects
of the poisonous cyanide on surrounding ecosystems is significant, as the cyanide kills organisms in the area
where it is deployed, particularly immobile ones such as coral polyps that are not able to move out of the area of
immediate impact.
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Committee. TRMR was established according to Decision No. 2479/UB dated 7th November
2001 issued by the People’s Committee of Khanh Hoa Province. Regulations controlling the
protection and use of the resources in the marine reserve were approved by Van Ninh
District People’s Committee on July 12th 2002 through decision number 445/2002/QD-UB.
However, the legitimacy of the legal mechanisms by which TRMR was established and the
extent of their jurisdiction would be debated extensively throughout my field work in 2007.

The TRMR project had co-management enshrined within its management framework. Since
its inception, IMA/MCD-led activities have focused on maximizing the community’s
ownership of and involvement in TRMR. Formally, the project was co-managed between
MCD and the TRMR Management Board, which comprised three members of the district
people’s committee, one member of the commune people’s committee, and the head of the
core group.

The establishment of TRMR involved the formation of two community-level groups, the
reserve core group, whose role was to support the enforcement of the reserve’s regulations,
and the awareness group, whose responsibility was to raise environmental awareness
generally. The core group was formed of nine members and was elected through an open
ballot in the commune, and had a group leader appointed to monitor daily protection tasks
(Loan, 2004). Many training activities were undertaken with both groups by IMA in order to
ensure members’ capacity to implement the responsibilities within their groups, and to
broaden general awareness of coastal management issues. In 2007, the core group
contained seven members, with at least three of these people undertaking aquaculture as
their principal livelihood.

History of Livelihoods at Trao Reef
Lobster Culture
Lobster culture in Vietnam commenced around 1992 and by 2003, around 35,000 cages had
spread along the central and southern Vietnam coast, mostly in Khanh Hoa, Phu Yen and
Ninh Thuan provinces (Tuan & Mao, 2004a). As the community around Van Hung commune
was originally an agricultural one, many of the local people did not have an extensive history
as fishers or a pre-existing relationship to their adjacent aquatic environment. Prior to 1990,
only 10% of the local population was engaged with fishing, whereas by 2007, 70% were
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involved with fishing or aquaculture. These figures highlight how the local people do not
have a long standing historical connection with either maritime lifestyles or aquatic
livelihoods, as they are relative newcomers to at least one or sometimes both of these
activities. This has consequences for both their understanding of aquatic ecosystems and
familiarity with different kinds of aquatic livelihoods, and transferability between them. It
was also reflected in an absence of customary institutions around the governance of local
aquatic resources.
Impacts of Lobster Culture
A review of the history of lobster culture around Trao Reef shows that conflict was
associated with lobster culture expansion from an early phase in this industry’s development
in the area. Hue et al. (2001) state that conflict was arising between shrimp farmers and
lobster farmers, as the shrimp farmers were discharging wastewater laden with chemicals
from their ponds into adjacent coastal waters. The wastewater included chlorine, and one
such discharge event resulted in the death of some 6000 lobster, worth US$60,000 at the
time, in one day (Hue, et al., 2001). Aquaculture was taking its toll on the surrounding
marine ecosystem and on itself, as different forms of culture impacted directly upon others.

Disease in cultured lobsters is attributed by Tuan and Mao (2004) to poor quality lobster
seed and poor quality water resulting from a rapid increase in numbers of lobster cages.
Lobsters are typically fed trash fish and high feed volumes often results in water quality
problems. Preliminary research results from a lobster culture study conducted in Xuan Tu
village found excessive nitrogen levels associated with lobster culture (Tuan). Of greater
significance were the much greater nitrogen levels resulting from shrimp pond discharge in
the same area (ibid.). Thus the total impacts of increased nutrient levels from all types of
aquaculture occurring locally would have been significant. In 2007, the lobster culturists of
Van Hung were moving their cages every three months to minimise impacts from water
pollution. Locals also complained about the impacts of waste from lobster culture thrown
into the water instead of being disposed of on land, and of sedimentation caused by sand
used to sink lobster waste in cages down to the sea floor.

This review of historical conflicts shows how the underlying causes have been known for
some time, but that no authority has been able to control the problems caused by the
expansion of lobster cage culture or the resulting water quality impacts. By mid-2007, TRMR
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locals and MCD staff were referring to a lobster livelihoods crisis, as disease had spread to
four provinces in south-central Vietnam. Approximately 3000 households in the TRMR area
were engaged with lobster culture, and the disease outbreak was impacting local livelihoods
significantly. Fully grown lobster were reaching prices between 700,000 VND- 1 million
VND/kg at the time, and many of the lobster farmers were already in debt as a result of
loans taken to pay for culture inputs. By September 2007, farmers were losing two lobsters
per day to disease in Van Hung commune. Various government agencies and research
institutes were involved with attempts to alleviate the lobster livelihoods crisis, but extra
pressure was also being placed on MCD to provide assistance in whatever way it could, from
collaborative management solutions to alternative livelihoods options.
Livelihoods Assistance
MCD had a history of livelihoods interventions at both the Trao Reef and Giao Xuan sites.
Clam culture had been introduced at Giao Xuan in an attempt to diversify livelihoods in the
area. The mangrove wetland was protected as an important bird habitat, but local people
also found the birds to be a useful source of additional food and income. While clam culture
was cited as a success after the fact, some professionals were critical as the clams were
introduced from Ben Tre province in the south, and inadequate consideration was given to
the introduction of this southern clam species into a northern location where it was not
endemic. Other professionals also questioned the accuracy of the trial’s claims to success,
hinting that the on-ground outcomes may have been different to what was publicly
reported.

At TRMR, the credit scheme developed for the core group involved each member receiving a
non-collateral loan of 20 million VND for two years (approximately $1270 USD at the time).
Members who paid the principal loan and interest on time were given a 50% discount on the
interest rate. Six members repaid their loans in full and were offered a preferential interest
rate on future loans, however three members did not repay their loans on time (Loan, 2004).
This credit scheme was established as an alternative form of payment for duties performed
as a part of the core group, however this would later create the expectation for benefit from
participation with MCD’s activities, as was evident during my research.
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Ecotourism
Given the issues faced by lobster culture as a livelihood activity in 2007, there was a strong
push to develop the ecotourism project at Giao Xuan in the north into a model for adoption
at Trao Reef in the south. Ecotourism was seen as “a right way to harmonise tourism and
fishery benefits” through a new form of livelihood, but that conflicts and contradictions
could happen during its implementation. One source close to MCD suggested that at the
time, ecotourism was being seen internally as some kind of saviour to the problems with
aquatic-based livelihoods, without enough consideration given to the obstacles to successful
ecotourism. There had been experimentation with ecotourism development at Van Hung for
some time, with training implemented in 2005 and further development of the project in
2006. Activities were undertaken towards development of the ecotourism model to mid2007, when MCD was ready to start trialling the TRMR ecotour with a broader audience.

At MCD’s planning workshop that I attended in December 2006, it was acknowledged that
there had been many difficulties in running the ecotourism model at Giao Xuan thus far.
Participants had been given training in food preparation and room arrangements for
tourists, with administrative assistance provided in commune by the Women’s Union. The
tour itself was developed in conjunction with a Hanoi-based tourism company, and given the
close proximity of the large potential tourism market of Hanoi, the tour had a good chance
of attracting a nature-focussed audience. As such, it had a greater chance of more rapid
establishment and up-take by the tourism market than the more remote site of Van Hung in
Khanh Hoa Province.
Nha Trang vs. Trao Reef Tourism
While TRMR is located only 60 km from the tourist mecca of Nha Trang Bay, it is a world
away from the tourist hordes and high rise hotels lining the beaches of Nha Trang city. The
Nha Trang coastal scape is renowned for its booming high rise hotel developments, its cable
car stretching across the bay to the Vinpearl resort and fun park – it is a flashy sun-and-surf
kind of mainstream tourism that attracts tourists with expectations to match. By
comparison, Xuan Tu village, the focus of most coastal activities by MCD in Van Hung
commune, is a quiet, palm-fringed village with views over the lobster cages in the bay, green
mountains to the west and brightly painted wooden fishing boats at the water’s edge. There
is little passing traffic, little reason for anyone to transit through the village, and no existing
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tourism infrastructure. It is also disconnected from the existing tourism markets that focus
on Nha Trang Bay and the enjoyment of swimming, snorkelling and seafood. Nha Trang city
is also an urban, modern landscape, so represents a very different style of coastal tourism
than the one available at Xuan Tu village, and this “modern” tourism experience is also the
type of tourism favoured by the majority of Vietnamese tourists.

MCD’s management was aware of the potential limitations of ecotourism at its Trao Reef
site. In his evaluation of factors affecting the potential for ecotourism at TRMR, Haynes
(2006) obtained feedback from both domestic and international tourist focussed tourism
companies from Nha Trang city to the proposition of a Trao Reef ecotour. Generally it was
felt that such a product would have limited appeal, but would have the most appeal to
international tourists seeking a cultural experience. It was generally felt to be of more
limited appeal to domestic tourists as Vietnamese people prefer more entertainment
focussed tours including activities such as restaurant-based lunches and karaoke. While a
reef tour on a fishing boat would be appealing to international tourists, it would not be of
interest to Vietnamese tourists. These views showed that local tastes in tourism were more
aligned with the tourism products available at Nha Trang city than the proposed ecotour.

The operators also stressed that competition between tourism operators was already strong
in the Nha Trang area, and that marketing a Trao Reef tour would be more difficult as a
result. Complicating this feedback is the trend to stronger growth in the domestic tourism
sector than in the international tourism sector. According to Haynes (2006, p. 25), of the
902,000 tourists visiting in 2005, only 250,000 of these were international tourists, thus
there was a stronger preference for visits to this region by domestic than by foreign tourists.
However domestic tourists are known for shorter visits to the region (only 1.8 days)
compared to international tourists (2.3 days) (ibid.). Thus the sector showing greatest
growth in the region was also least likely to have the time or the interest to visit an ecotour
product like the one demonstrated at Trao Reef. Haynes (2006) suggests that Vietnamese
tourists could be the ideal target market for such a tour due to the growth and stability of
this sector, but that they were likely to have limited interest in community-based tourism as
they were more interested in experiences that reflected a modern and developed way of
life. Despite this, MCD forged ahead with its ecotour trial at TRMR, with the community
ready to open its doors to a test audience by the middle of 2007.
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The MCD Ecotour
In mid-2007, I joined a trial tour of TRMR and the surrounding village attended by tourism
company representatives from Nha Trang city (Figure 6). The participants gave feedback on
the overall style and appeal of the tour, as well as its competitiveness with existing tourism
products. It was interesting to hear their often candid impressions first hand, as many were
willing to share their thoughts with me as we walked around the village from one tour stop
to another. One participant commented that the coral colour was not as good as that found
at Hon Mun MPA, and that the guard house was too small and needed more facilities for
visitors. Another from the high end diving resort at nearby Whale Island noticed the level of
damage to the reef, stating that better marker buoys were needed so the local people could
better identify where the reef was, and avoid it. He also suggested that the local guides were
not loud enough, and that a pier should be constructed so tourists did not have to get their
feet wet while entering boats.

Another participant complained that the life jackets were too small, and that the ho ba chao
dancers’ costumes needed improvement. Some complained that there was not much to see
while snorkelling, with one consultant claiming that as an example of a coastal coral reef,
Trao Reef just was not that special compared to Hon Mun MPA. Another suggested that the
community should work together to develop the coral reef as an ecotourism asset, but that
it would take 3-5 years to develop ecotourism in this area. Overall, these comments
suggested that an ecotour was going to take significant time and effort to establish, and face
competition against existing activities located closer to Nha Trang city. This did not bode well
for ecotourism as an alternative or replacement livelihood for the people of Van Hung
Commune.

Despite this, the local people involved with the eco-tour activities were enthusiastic and
committed to doing everything they could to make it work. Local people pitched in how they
could, preparing food, accompanying the tour, singing songs together after lunch, even the
head monk came out to talk with us during the pagoda visit at the end of the tour. This
enthusiasm did show the degree of community support and involvement with MCD’s work in
their village, regardless of how the tour was interpreted by the tourism professionals who
attended.
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Figure 6: Activities on the MCD Ecotour
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Giao Xuan Ecotour and Homestay
I participated in the community-based ecotour at Giao Xuan commune in the Red River Delta
later in the year. By this time the tour was quite well established, with local women involved
in the provision of accommodation and cooking through homestay services. The majority of
visitors who had completed the tour were birdwatchers who were drawn to visit the Xuan
Thuy national park and its RAMSAR-listed bird habitat. The remainder of the visitors were
MCD staff and associates, including visiting researchers who wanted to see the project in
action. This had provided the opportunity for local tourism services to develop with a fairly
safe and agreeable audience. The accommodation was comfortable, the local food was very
good and the local people were excited to host visitors to their community. The local cultural
interactions were unique and interesting and included a bike ride past old traditional houses
and massive, brightly coloured Catholic churches, and a boat tour through the national park
showcasing the natural and cultural life amid the mangrove forests. All in all these were a
good range of experiences to showcase the Red River Delta communities to visitors.

Despite its more established status, the tour at Giao Xuan was not without its teething
problems. The booking system for the tour was meant to run through the mobile phone of
one local woman, however this was proving unreliable at the time so the majority of
bookings were being made directly with MCD. This created a dependence on the parent
NGO that would inhibit the tour from developing into an independent tour. The tour was
also meant to target poor women for participation and livelihood support, however in reality
they were excluded as their houses were not of a high enough standard to accommodate
visitors. An English-run volunteer agency expressed interest in placing volunteers in the
community, however it was deemed uneconomic as a homestay option as the local
community did not have enough English language skill, and the hosting of an Englishspeaking volunteer would have required the payment of an interpreter to be brought into
the community to accompany them. These experiences show just how many different
obstacles can exist to implementing ecotourism on the ground.

An MCD staff member told me that the tourism development operator working with them
on the tour was surprised it had taken a year to develop their tour, as the operator would
have done the same thing in only a month. This difference in the development trajectory
highlights MCD’s community development focus, and the extensive time required to
undertake such a community-intensive approach. Such a slow and long development time
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also suggests that any financial benefit associated with ecotourism would take a long time to
manifest, reducing its appeal as an alternative or additional livelihood.
Ecotourism as Alternative Livelihood?
Despite this reality, ecotourism continued to be promoted as a viable alternative at Trao
Reef. It was even openly requested as an alternative livelihood by local people during
discussions held in the community. Alternative livelihoods were seen to be a part of
community development, and it was difficult for MCD’s staff to deny them at least a hearing
and to submit such requests into MCD’s planning processes. When a visiting academic and
co-management practitioner came to Trao Reef in September 2007, he proclaimed that
ecotourism was the answer to the livelihood issues evident, and that the tourism market of
Nha Trang should be tapped in order to make that happen. In spite of the extensive
knowledge held by MCD staff of the difficulties associated with achieving this in their
experience, no-one countered his claim with the feedback from the ecotour trials at TRMR
or the issues that were identified through the process. Perhaps the MCD staff were
exercising respect for the foreign professor and did not see it as their place to contradict his
expert opinion.

The experience highlights an important point – how it comes to be that the same old
alternative livelihood suggestions are recycled over and over again, and how local culture
may work against speaking out against ideas suggested by external experts despite the
locals’ knowledge to the contrary. It is also reflective of the role of consultants in the
development process, where short term input can lead to short sighted judgement calls if
the net is not cast widely enough in the examination of past experience. Consultants
represent a catalyst for the perpetuation of ideas. Their business is in the consideration of
development problems and solutions, and those who claim to have the answers to the
problems are going to appear more desirable to project managers seeking a guaranteed
solution. Those who are promoted as successful problem solvers of NRM development are
more likely to be awarded a place at the development table. If monitoring and evaluation
are not fine-scaled enough to detect the issues underlying a hyped-up management
solution, then it is feasible for it to continue to be promoted as a cure-all when on-ground
evidence may be to the contrary.
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Enforcement
Issues with enforcement of regulations at TRMR would be a recurring theme throughout my
experience there. I repeatedly heard complaints from the core group members about the
difficulty of enforcing protection around the marine reserve. Some felt powerless as they
could only give warnings when people transgressed into the reserve area. One core group
member complained that they only had one boat for patrolling, and that seven members
was not enough – that they needed at least two more. The effectiveness of the marine
reserve in increasing fish populations reportedly generated the need for more enforcement
effort – one core group member stated that after the resources recover, more people want
to come in and exploit them. The marine reserve was widely publicised as successful in local
media, and this public exposure may have resulted in increased unwanted attention from
outsiders looking to access the benefit of increased fish populations reported to be found in
the area. Illegal fishing by non-local fishers within the marine reserve was mentioned
repeatedly as an issue. Macdonald’s 2005 survey results suggested that the proportions of
fishers from outside or inside Van Hung commune were approximately the same (McDonald,
2005, p. 19). The impact of destructive fishing gears was also flagged, with pair otter
trawlers20 cited as being used inshore instead of offshore. When locals were asked by a
visiting MPA practitioner about resource recovery levels outside of the marine reserve (or
evidence of “spillover” of fish populations to adjacent non-protected areas), they replied
that they did not think it likely as people could still fish there. This illustrates the high level of
awareness of local people of the extent of fishing pressure in their area, and its impact on
reducing benefits from potential spillover from the marine reserve.
National Views on Local Problems
Awareness of the difficulties with enforcement of regulations extended from the local to the
national level of MCD’s operations. MCD convened a series of collaborative cross-cutting
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An otter trawl is a conical or funnel shaped net which is towed through the water and has a bag or codend at
its end in which fish are retained (King, 1995, p. 72). A paired trawl usually refers to the situation where two
trawlers tow one net between them, which can increase the fishing width of the net by two times that of a
conventionally rigged single otter trawl (FAO, 2012). A twin trawl describes the situation where one trawler tows
two nets, to increase the surface area of the seabed that is trawled in one sweep. Although it is not specified, it is
assumed that the situation mentioned here refers to a paired trawl involving two trawlers. Both of these
methods described here have significantly greater effectiveness compared to a standard otter trawl fishing
operation. By law, such trawling is meant to be conducted in offshore waters, however it is commonly reported
as operating illegally in inshore waters and impacts the fishing activities of inshore small scale fishers due to its
increased effectiveness.
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policy meetings called “blue meetings21”, where non-MCD staff including national agency
staff, international NGO representatives, and visiting scholars would openly discuss issues of
relevance in Vietnam’s marine policy landscape. It represented one of the few opportunities
for such open dialogue to occur in a forum outside of government, and as such was probably
quite significant as an information-sharing mechanism at the time22.

Issues around enforcement regularly arose at these blue meetings. The director of the
national MPA program within the Ministry of Fisheries proclaimed at one such meeting that
the problem was not with Vietnam’s legislation, but with its enforcement. A senior
representative of an international NGO at the same meeting stated that it would achieve
more in terms of on-ground conservation to redirect resources away from livelihood support
and towards enforcement. His comment raised an important issue – that MCD’s approach
to making livelihoods support integral to its operations was commendable, but did not
guarantee on-ground conservation success despite operating through a community-based
management mechanism. The direct benefit from the marine reserve was too much in
demand, and any increase in biodiversity value risked being offset by increased fishing effort
unless enforcement was adequate. The core group who received benefits from their
involvement in the form of preferential access to credit were struggling with their task as
they did not have sufficient teeth to keep out the number of people seeking benefit from
TRMR. Their lack of enforcement capacity also connected to a larger issue of lack of
recognition of the legal status of the marine reserve.

Legal Status
While TRMR and its operating regulations were formed by official decisions of the district
and province, these legal mechanisms did not reflect those used in establishment of the
national MPA system as, at the time of TRMR’s establishment, the legal framework for the
national system was still under development. The fact that MCD’s marine reserve was
operating outside of the “mainstream path” determined by the Ministry of Fisheries became
an issue over time as development of the national system gained momentum. As a result,
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These were so-named because they focussed on marine policy issues of relevance to Vietnam
While I did not set out to document the impact of these forums, I did attend most that were held during 2007
and felt that they provided an opportunity for MCD staff to engage with researchers and policy makers from both
national ministries and NGOs across a level playing field. When the impact of hierarchy is considered in that
information usually only trickles down from senior levels, the opportunity to be in the room and ask questions
would have provided MCDs staff with access to knowledge and group learning they would not otherwise have
been exposed to.

22
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MCD’s management struggled to have the legitimacy of TRMR’s management arrangements
recognised at a broader scale.

Documentary evidence shows that the Ministry of Fisheries was raising concerns about
MCD’s approach from at least 2006. When the TRMR regulations were under review at that
time, it was suggested by Ministry representatives that future regulations should conform to
the current rules for managing MPAs, and it appeared that the Ministry was uncomfortable
with a marine reserve being established using any legal mechanism other than that
endorsed for the national system. At the same workshop it was suggested that management
approaches should not be solely community-based, but should be co-management between
the government and community. From these comments, it appeared that the Ministry of
Fisheries was not happy with either community-based approaches or with MCD’s approach
of blazing its own legal trail. During my research, I would hear this sentiment echoed by
Ministry staff time and time again, although it was often conveyed subtly and indirectly.
While co-management was supported, it appeared to be conditional on the role of the state
being firmly established as front and centre within any such arrangements.
Being Grey in a Black and White World
The legal uncertainty of TRMR’s establishment mechanisms had impacts at national and the
local scale: MCD struggled to have its management approach validated by national
authorities, and the regulations were not enforceable at the local level, leaving the core
group powerless to capture or punish violators. The weakness of local enforcement was
noted during a site visit by the Chair of the Trao Reef Management Board, who stated that
the Core Group did not have the right to solve legal problems, and as a result these had to
be resolved through higher level structures through a complicated process. MCD was thus
seeking an official establishment decision by the provincial government in order to be
recognised as valid and therefore enforceable at the local level.

MCD had not intentionally set out to bypass the national approach to MPA management;
they had developed the management mechanisms at the district level as they wanted to
have effect at the local scale, and the legal mechanisms for the national MPA system had not
yet been established. However it was apparent in 2007 that their exclusion of the province’s
legal structure as the key management mechanism had cost MCD respect over time as these
actions were reinterpreted as not following due process. Significant effort was thus directed
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to finding the way to have this legal status strengthened, with consideration given to using
the management plan for TRMR as a trigger for gaining provincial legal status.

Participant Observation in MCD’s Activities
The following sections track three specific activities that I was closely involved with during
2007: the development of fisheries associations, field site visits for two visiting international
coastal management practitioners, and the TRMR management plan workshop. These three
activities provide insights to the way that MCD operated “in action”, both on the ground at
field sites as well as through interactions in meetings and workshops. These activities also
show how other actors’ expectations and assumptions interacted with MCD’s objectives
around co-management and livelihoods interventions at its project sites.

Fisheries Associations
“Strengthening the activities of fishery associations” was specified as an objective of the
Trao Reef project during the time of my research in 2006/07, and had the general aim to
give benefits to members and raise their awareness of sustainable fisheries (MCD, 2006a).
These fairly general objectives intersected with local lobster farmers’ desires for assistance
in resolving conflict associated with water pollution and its impacts on lobster culture. The
creation of a fisheries association or chi hoi nghe ca for aquaculturists was thought to be one
mechanism whereby this might be possible, and there was a lot of hope that their
establishment could result in positive change.

Fisheries associations had been used in other parts of Vietnam such as Tam Giang Lagoon in
Hue to help facilitate collaborative natural resource management. The legal mechanisms for
such processes were however still being determined and tested through practice. The Tam
Giang project used a decision made by the provincial people’s committee based on
provisions under the Fisheries Law (2003) for the establishment of fishery associations as
“social-professional organisations” with the potential to hold resource rights (Armitage, et
al., 2011, p. 705). These authors note though that “Even with policy windows that provide
for innovation, it takes committed provincial officials to ensure that local policy uptake can
happen” – even though the potential and capacity exists within national legal frameworks, it
does not automatically translate to provincial commitment to regional implementation on
the ground.

It required a willingness to take risks in unknown areas of legal and

152

environmental practice, without the leading hand of the national Ministry to direct the way.
As MCD was no stranger to finding a path of progress through legal uncertainties, this was
not perceived as an obstacle to the use of fisheries associations. However, the lack of
successful examples of fisheries associations in Vietnam at the time meant there were few
models for MCD to draw upon in its own work in this area.
Community Expectations around Benefits
The problem of water pollution and disease caused by lobster farming was much bigger than
what could be addressed by MCD’s community-scale focus, as the water quality problems
were widespread over a much broader scale than Van Hung commune, and even that was
too big for MCD to have a broad effect on. However the local aquaculturists had not
received sufficient assistance from district or provincial authorities to ameliorate the
problem and were desperate for any mechanism that could potentially reduce this impact.
The lobster cultivators were keen for any mechanism that might help protect their
investments, and the motivation for joining with a fisheries association was driven by the
potential for personal benefit. Local people were hoping that they could use the project to
obtain access to the marine reserve area for lobster culture, a desired outcome as the water
quality was better in the area of the reserve and the farmers believed they would thereby
avoid disease problems. This expectation was not unreasonable as it was MCD’s existing
practice to reward members of the reserve core group for their participation with
enforcement activities through preferential access to credit.

The local people were seeking a solution to the problem of lobster feed waste disposal, as it
was one of the key contributors to water quality problems around lobster farms. They were
seeking a co-management mechanism that would ensure that all lobster farmers would
bring their waste to shore, because all farmers had to commit to doing so or the impact
would not be significant. They were not sure what a fisheries association could do but they
were hopeful that it could establish some kind of a mechanism for enhanced cooperation
and benefit for participants’ lobster farms. Some participants took this link one step further,
suggesting that they should be permitted to shift their lobster cages into the marine reserve
where the water quality was better in exchange for cooperation with MCD’s activities. Their
suggestions reflected their desire for assistance as well as the expectation for personal
benefits to result from participation with the association.
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The group identified a list of advantages resulting from the fisheries association as including
the following: self-controlled organisation, be self-financed, protect the area themselves and
against outsiders, and have the right to culture in the marine reserve buffer zone. The village
head added that the fisheries association could also disseminate information on marine
conservation, but this was identified after the personal benefits were identified. He
concluded the meeting by stating that he was confident the local people could build up
many fisheries associations provided that MCD facilitated negotiations with the district and
provided funding and assistance. His comments convey the degree of expectation from the
local level of MCD’s capacity to deliver through its community-based programs. Given that
MCD had not facilitated the development of a fisheries association before and had little
existing practice in Vietnam to draw wisdom from, these expectations and pressure on MCD
to deliver on-ground benefits through such a mechanism were high.

By December 2007 the proposal was for a fishing and aquaculture-focussed, commune-level
group of approximately 25 people, with five each from the Commune committee, Women’s
Association, Core Group, and Trao Reef Management Board. The group would include 10-15
fishermen using destructive fishing techniques, and five who were identified as sustainable
fishermen, those who did not use destructive fishing techniques such as dynamite and who
used nets that did not catch small fish. MCD was investigating the use of provisions within
Decision 27/2005, “Decree of the Government regulating and guiding the implementation of
certain articles in the Fisheries Law” as the legal mechanism for fisheries associations. There
was also discussion of the culture of a shellfish species called tu hai as an additional
livelihood for the fisheries association members, which was believed to have good marketing
potential and existing knowledge of culture techniques. While this proposed association
met members’ needs for livelihood assistance and MCD’s strategic goal for sustainable
fishing, it looked more like a mechanism for benefit of key individuals and little like a comanagement mechanism to deal with local resource use conflict. The underlying expectation
was that good fishing and culture techniques could be transferred from the association
members to the wider community thereby achieving success in a number of MCD’s key
priority areas, however the broader resource use conflicts would be likely to remain
unaddressed.

It was hoped that this activity would create a community-based management mechanism to
reduce conflict around resource use. However it was not a suitable solution to address the
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scale of the problem, as issues with lobster cage culture were spread beyond the area of the
project’s influence. It also appeared that the majority of local people who supported the
proposal were motivated by the potential for personal financial loss more than a desire to
protect their local environment. The intention to encourage the use of non-destructive
fishing gears and techniques might diversify a few households’ livelihood base, but would
not address the broader issues of resource conflict. Thus this activity highlights the
importance of appropriate scale to the development of management solutions, as well as of
recognising participants’ true motivations for their involvement, which also reflect their
expectations around project outcomes.

External Influences on MCD
The interactions of individual visitors to MCD’s field sites and offices were cumulatively of as
much significance as increasing donor influence. These individuals had the potential to be of
great influence as publicity agents of MCD’s work in their respective international circles of
practice. A favourable contact with a practitioner of influence from an international
organisation could enable future opportunities, and an ongoing relationship with the same
practitioner could lead to future collaboration of mutual benefit. As MCD operated “outside
the national system” and did not receive support from national ministry programs, it used its
international networks for information exchange and validation.
First Impressions from the Developed World
Visits by international agents to MCD’s field sites provided interesting insights as they
reported on the results of MCD’s operations from an outsider’s perspective. When an MPA
practitioner from the Locally Managed Marine Network in Hawaii visited Trao Reef, his first
impressions of the experience were less than complementary. He suggested that the local
impacts at Trao Reef such as those from population, sedimentation, water quality and
fishing pressures were so great that MCD should forget about continuing its work on the
marine reserve. Compared to the reef condition and fish populations where he was from, he
did not think that the environment at Trao Reef was worth investing in trying to protect.
After snorkelling Trao Reef, he did acknowledge the good condition of the reef but was
surprised at the low number of fish to be seen. His observations highlight the degree of
anthropogenic impacts on the marine reserve and how much these pressures impact upon
the overall success of MCD’s work in community conservation. His surprise at just how
impacted the local environment was, yet how dedicated the local people and MCD staff
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were to trying to make a difference at the site, is testament to just how much of an uphill
battle is being faced at marine conservations sites like this all over Vietnam.

Visits by external specialists to TRMR also served as a catalyst for broader review or
stocktake of recent achievements. A site visit by a visiting specialist could involve more staff
members than normal MCD activities, and expose them to more of MCD’s regional work
than what they normally saw. Such site visits could form a melting pot of idea exchange
between excited MCD staff and visitors, who were often seeing MCD’s work for the first time
together.
External Perspectives from Within
After the Hawaiian visitor’s trip to Trao Reef, a meeting was held at the MCD office in Hanoi
to reflect on what was learned from the site visit. The participants’ contributions to this
meeting revealed some interesting insights and more than a few points of frustration around
issues needing internal clarification. The Hawaiian visitor gave useful feedback on how he
viewed the mechanics of co-management at TRMR. He stressed that the community needed
to be motivated to be involved with MCD’s activities, and to eventually be self-motivated
through direct benefit. He also noted that the Core Reserve Group appeared to be carrying
too much load, as they were searching for more ways to involve more of the community and
more often. He was reflecting concerns expressed by a member of the management board
during the site visit that the Core Group did not receive adequate compensation, and that
this meant that the work performed by this group was not sustainable. The Hawaiian visitor
stressed that monitoring in particular needed this kind of direct benefit for the community
to maintain their involvement, and that this did not seem to be evident at TRMR. His
comments reflect that a relatively low number of people had a large amount of
responsibility to ensure the day-to-day functioning of the marine reserve.

He also noted that if the issues with enforcement of the regulations were the number one
issue, then MCD should concentrate its effort into fixing this collaboratively with selected
key individuals in appropriate positions of authority. He reiterated that until the issue of
legal status was resolved, there would always be problems with enforcement, and that this
lack of clarity could cause community fatigue if left unaddressed for too long. Overall his
comments recognised several significant limiting factors: that lack of legal status hindered
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enforcement of the reserve, as did the lack of human capital to share the load of
enforcement and mechanisms that could potentially increase it.

The Hawaiian visitor commented at the post-field trip meeting that there appeared to be a
lack of clarity about the objectives of the marine reserve at the community level, and
suggested that capacity development was needed in management planning, and setting
goals and objectives. His comments started the ball rolling for other participants to voice
their thoughts along similar lines. One of the Australian volunteers commented that the
objectives of TRMR and of MCD were two different things and needed to be more clearly
defined and separated. She also noted that there was an ongoing tension between whether
livelihood support or biodiversity conservation was the overarching objective in MCD’s work.
Her comments were unique in that she was one of the only people involved with MCD that
gave voice to this very obvious tension. A Canadian volunteer continued this theme, noting
that in his experience with the community, they were not interested in biodiversity
conservation, they were interested in livelihoods.

In commenting on the suitability of the LMMA network model to MCD, the Australian
volunteer highlighted the urgency of the situation in coastal Vietnam, that there was not
time to build solutions with communities over 20 years like in the Pacific as “the whole of
the marine environment is going to get screwed over so quickly”. Once again, her voice was
one of the few reflecting the reality of the situation and how dire it was. With hindsight it is
clear to see that the “screwing over” of the marine environment in Vietnam began in
earnest about a decade before this point in time, but few voices reflected the urgency of the
situation or were willing to put economic priorities below environmental ones. Her views
reflect just how much MCD struggled against the tide of broader environmental degradation
resulting from rapid development and poorly functioning regulation.
Implications to MCD’s Management
This post-field trip download gave voice to many of the issues that MCD staff saw occurring
in the course of their work but that they did not have a formal opportunity to provide
feedback on. While MCD’s internal structure and operations were not anywhere near as
formally authoritarian as those of national government offices I worked with, and staff were
encouraged to speak up during regular meetings, it seemed like the culturally entrenched
habits of deferring to seniority were still operating. Many staff reported privately to me that

157

they were worried about aspects of their work, but would not report these issues to MCD’s
management. There appeared to be a fear of raising criticism, or spoiling the good success
stories around MCD’s work. New staff struggled to find their way in MCD’s operating style,
which sat somewhere between a traditional government style of management and more
open, transparent and democratic work practices. Perhaps the hardest thing for them to
navigate was to know where the boundaries were on this hybrid management system, when
to get the boundary wrong could still have significant repercussions. Its not surprising that
staff erred on the side of caution and kept their most honest and frank comments for forums
where management was not present such as the one described above.
The Power of the Visiting Scholar
The Hawaiian visitor was not alone on his site visit to TRMR – a visiting American academic
also accompanied his visit. This individual had a long term connection to MCD and the
Ministry of Fisheries, and regularly dropped in to visit MCD’s director and staff on his trips to
Vietnam for consultancy work. On this particular trip he was focussing his attention
specifically on MCD, as he wanted to capture the essence of what made MCD’s communitybased co-management successful and report it back to the world23. The “carrot” hung
enticingly around his participation was his intent to lead a World Bank delegation to TRMR in
January 2008, to showcase the site as a successful example of community-based fisheries
management in the region. This showcasing event and the exposure it could bring MCD were
of immense potential value and the promise of this future benefit hung in the air during the
site visit to TRMR. Becoming a “World Bank showcase” site was a status of significant value
to MCD as it would increase their standing in the eyes of other big ticket donors, and the
visiting American was well aware of this. Understandably, MCD was very accommodating in
his requests to attempt to unpack its “secret recipe” for community-based co-management,
however it was not clear whether he was able to unlock all of their secrets in the few days of
field work that he allocated to the task.
The Value of Model Recognition
What this example illustrates is the tremendous power bound up in the development of
successful models, the marketing of a model as successful in the first place, and the role of
development agents like consultants in promoting these. For MCD the visiting scholar, a comanagement expert, validated them as a model of success and was willing to promote them
23

These were more or less his words used to describe the intentions of his visit in his opening introduction.
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to the world as such. His praise for MCD’s model provided him with access to its field sites
and staff for his own academic goals. This mutually beneficial arrangement would enable the
future visit by the World Bank delegation, which would showcase MCD with some serious
movers and shakers in the fisheries development game in SE Asia, and the visiting scholar
would be portrayed as connected to cutting edge grassroots developments in the region –an
advantageous position for someone seeking to continue operating in the fisheries
development space in SE Asia. For an international development expert in the field of
fisheries, having an understanding of the reality of the on-ground outcomes from fisheries
reform is a valuable knowledge base, when so many international development actors are
seeking to influence long term change to coastal livelihoods and ecosystems.

Central to all of this is the promotion of the MCD model as a magic formula. While this may
have been contested by national Ministry representatives who favoured their own model of
MPA development, MCD’s was the one that was receiving international recognition and
reward through large donor investment at this time. The visiting scholar was a vigorous
promoter of MCD’s model and keen to capture its magic formula, but he did not stay long
enough to participate in the open discussion back at MCD’s offices after the field trip and
hear the candid feedback given by the Hawaiian visitor or MCD staff. He had to rush off to an
appointment with the Ministry of Fisheries who were keen to hear from one of their
favourite international fisheries consultants.
“Expert” Collaboration
By contrast, the Hawaiian visitor had very different motivations for visiting MCD – he had a
general interest in seeing what collaboration was possible between MCD and the LMMA
program, and a professional interest in what they did as an organisation. He did not claim to
be a co-management expert, yet gave some very useful reflection and constructive feedback
to MCD staff during the open discussion. He was not offering any money to support MCD’s
work, instead he discussed the possibility of information sharing between the LMMA
network and MCD should they decide to link their field sites through a similar network
model. He had the least to gain from the collaboration in an immediate sense, yet gave
valuable advice on the reality of what was being achieved on the ground at TRMR. Perhaps
the reverse position is also true, that he had nothing to lose from such honest reflection.

159

This reflection on the differences in contributions between the two visiting practitioners
reflects what occurs in the field of fisheries development all the time – where so-called
experts are brought in to “fix”, “analyse” or provide some other definitive form of judgment
on what’s going wrong at a particular project or site. Short field trips are often accompanied
by short and sharp information exchanges that do not break down enough of the cultural
barriers around workplace hierarchy to reveal the underlying reality of a project. Where
visitors to take the time to exchange insights with a range of staff as illustrated in the
example above, key information exchange occurs that is two-way and multi-layered, as the
visitor also learns about what is voiced informally when formal boundaries are lowered or
absent. This is more broadly relevant to the way that fisheries management and marine
conservation work in developing country contexts as it is often the case that visiting experts
may have relevant technical skills but no local cultural awareness or social science training.
In such cases, the experts can absorb what they able to of the local context into their
recommendations along the way, or stick to their technically correct but potentially
inappropriate textbook fisheries management solutions.

TRMR Management Plan
In December 2007 after many years of discussion and good intention, workshops were held
in Nha Trang city and Van Hung commune to develop a draft management plan for TRMR
with local representatives. It was hoped by a few that the management plan would be able
to resolve the issue of legal status of TRMR, by seeking provincial approval of the resulting
plan. The workshop also came in the midst of the lobster livelihoods crisis, where local
lobster culturists were desperate for any mechanism that could reduce the impact of
pollution and disease on profits.

It was intended that the plan would be developed through discussion with the marine
reserve management authorities (core group and management board), as well as other key
community stakeholders, “to develop consensus on management plan contents through
group dialogue” (MCD Vietnam, 2007). It was intended that community consultation would
include representatives of the advocacy group, ecotourism group, village heads, and lobster
culturists (ibid.). The workshop in Nha Trang was attended by 12 people, 4 of whom were
management board members, and the rest of whom were community representatives. At
this meeting attendees were tasked with the development of a vision, conceptual model and
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objectives for the management plan, through large group discussions as well as breakout
groups.
A Vision of Benefits
In developing the vision for the management plan, the attendees were asked to identify
what the community wanted for this site, and to think about who protection was being
implemented for, and by whom. Individual answers ranged from those outwardly reflecting
personal goals and benefits – “to protect the environment so it’s a good place to practise
aquaculture”, to the more environmentally focussed – “because the reef is home for
biodiversity”. When the latter respondent was questioned about how a reef with high
biodiversity would help the people of Van Hung commune, she stated that “when the reef is
protected, it leads to good life of local people”. Her sentiments were supported by others’
comments such as “when we protect it, we will have good livelihoods”, and “need to protect
it (the reef) to improve biodiversity as biodiversity has decreased since 1980”. The synthesis
of their comments was summarised by the facilitator as “to protect biodiversity as it
protects the livelihoods of local people”.

These comments illustrate how the participants were keen to build relationships between
biodiversity conservation and livelihoods, and to link to benefits to their existing livelihood –
aquaculture. Similarly, when asked to identify the main sources of impact on Trao Reef, the
participants identified water pollution, unsustainable fishing, and damage to coral reefs as
the top three. It could be debated whether water pollution was a greater concern to the
reef’s health than either unsustainable fishing or coral reef damage, but it was certainly the
greatest threat to lobster culture occurring at that time. The management planning process
thus became a negotiation between local community representatives and MCD as the
facilitator to see how much of the community’s wish list could be addressed through the
resulting plan.
Management Planning as Opportunity
This example reflects broadly on the reality of how community-based management
functions on the ground in Vietnam, and what is achieved through it. The management
planning process created a vehicle for the community’s concerns around lobster livelihoods,
which in turn had potential to obtain greater agency than what was currently being achieved
through provincial and national efforts. The community stood to gain benefits from their

161

involvement that would not likely be available to lobster farmers elsewhere without an
overarching NGO project to absorb their concerns. Given the lack of success by higher
authorities at providing a workable management solution to the lobster livelihoods crisis,
who could blame the people of TRMR for taking every available opportunity to have their
concerns embedded within the management plan in the hope that their investments would
be protected.

The management planning process provided a voice for different views on who and what
was to blame for the water pollution resulting from lobster culture. One participant blamed
it on a lack of willingness to pay for clean up, another said it was because of a lack of local
government inspections. A local government representative responded by stating that it was
because local people do not comply with regulations. And so the attention returns once
again to the issue of efficacy of regulation on aquatic resource management. This issue
emerged repeatedly during the management plan workshop; a lack of awareness of
regulations was cited as a reason for the persistence of coral reef damage, and participants
emphasised the need for stronger enforcement and awareness of regulations through
management plan objectives. However one participant noted that “local people did bad
livelihoods because they did not have enough money to do another livelihood”. The issue of
what was to blame, poor awareness of regulations, or insufficient enforcement of
regulations combined with lack of livelihood choice, re-emerged throughout my field work
with MCD as well as at other field sites. Poor awareness was regularly cited as a reason for
lack of compliance with regulations, but on further investigation, livelihood choice was often
revealed as the more significant factor.

MCD and Livelihoods Development
MCD’s focus on livelihood development was clearly established in both its overarching
project plans as well as in the expectations of the local communities around its project sites.
Community participants in MCD’s local activities pushed for greater focus on livelihoods
assistance in general, and particularly as an incentive for participants in ongoing
management activities. On several separate occasions it was suggested that core group
members should be provided with preferential access to alternative livelihoods such as
ecotourism, so they would have greater incentive to protect the marine reserve. Whether
these demands were translated into action through MCD’s programs and activities
depended on who was listening, as some MCD staff were more connected to the local
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community and thus felt more responsible for finding better livelihood outcomes for local
people. Others were more aligned with achieving biodiversity conservation through
collaborative community development activities, but where the biodiversity conservation
objective was first and foremost.

Connections to Community, and their Consequences
At the October 2007 workshop, one MCD staff member continually reiterated the
community’s desire for additional or alternative livelihoods, stating that the community
always asked him “how could they live, both now and in the future?” He reiterated the need
to address the link between the benefits of conservation and local livelihoods in MCD’s
overall approach. His concerns arose from extensive time working with the community, and
a strong desire to assist them with what they had clearly identified as their number one
priority. However the lobster livelihoods crisis was much bigger than MCD, and his promises
to the community were building expectations for the organisation to develop some kind of
magic solution to local livelihoods concerns.

The demand for a successful additional livelihood resulted in consideration of many
imported models used in other locations. Seaweed cultivation had been used in Ninh Thuan
province and was suggested as a possible alternative for Van Hung commune. Issues can
arise if such models are transferred between one seemingly successful location and a new
untested one. Often local people heard success stories of new cultured species and assumed
they could be tried at their location despite geographic, climatic or physico-chemical
differences that could render a different site unsuitable for such culture. Seaweed culture
was one such case in point, as I was informed by a fisheries department representative that
it would die in the wet season if cultured in Khanh Hoa province. However cold hard fact did
not always win against the allure of a potentially winning alternative livelihood, and the
creation of livelihood success stories that could translate to future donor funding.

Alternative Livelihoods – From the Frying Pan to the Fire
By the end of 2007, the pressure to implement clam culture as an alternative livelihood had
won it a place within MCD’s workplan for TRMR. It was proposed that tu hai or snout otter
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clams24 would be trialled by two local people for 12 months, with technical assistance to be
provided by the regional government aquaculture facility. The MCD staff member who had
promoted the trial of this species had experience in past trials, and was sure they could be
cultured in this location, although not all people were in agreement with him. Trials of this
species had been successful near Van Don Island in northern Vietnam, but these trials used
seed sourced from the north and were facilitated by the Ministry of Fisheries and the
provincial government. However success in this northern location would not guarantee the
same in the south. The species was endemic to northern provinces such as Quang Ninh, Hai
Phong, Thai Binh, and Nam Dinh, and its culture so far south in Khanh Hoa remained
untested.

Around the same time, MCD was seeking to implement another livelihoods assistance
activity to transfer fishing effort away from destructive fishing and towards more sustainable
fishing activities. They wanted to target those fishers who were the most poor, and provide
them with a 3 million VND/household loan for new fishing gear. How to identify what fishing
gears were sustainable was tricky in a country with ineffective regulations, and no hope of
restricting fishing gears to the use for which they were intended. Their puzzle represented a
microcosm of that facing fisheries management all over the country – how to secure the
sustainability of the resource with little enforcement of regulations, and too much fishing
effort? The answer to this puzzle required a national solution, and was more than what MCD
could achieve at its individual field sites despite all of the best intentions.

National Perspectives on Local Livelihoods
In December 2007 MCD held a Blue Meeting on the sustainability of fisheries in Vietnam,
which yielded some frank discussion of the reality of the challenges faced in small scale
fisheries management, from the local to the national scales. A representative from the
Ministry of Fisheries stated that 20 million people depended on fisheries for their livelihood,
and that the low education of these people was the biggest problem faced with the
management of their livelihood. A representative from WWF pointed out the policy
dichotomy between the provincial people’s committees and their mandates to expand
fishing income, and the national fisheries plan which specified a 50% reduction in fishing

24

The scientific name for this species, according to advisors based within the Ministry of Fisheries, is Lutraria
rhynchaena.
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capacity. However this same national fisheries plan also specified a 3-4% increase in fisheries
output, a contradiction in intent within the same planning document.

This point made by the WWF representative highlights the incompatibility between central
and provincial policy fisheries targets, a situation that encourages expansion of fisheries
outputs to the detriment of local sustainability issues. Driving up fisheries outputs without
regard for either local carrying capacity of waterways in the case of aquaculture production,
or of local fishers’ abilities to expand their fishing operations even if they are provided with
capital to do so, fails to take into account local limitations of natural and human capital.
Pouring money into either fisheries or aquaculture expansion thus does not guarantee an
increase in outputs because these limitations may be significant in the local context. If local
waters are already overstocked with lobster cages, or local fishers lack the skill and
knowledge of deeper water fishing, then investment in either of these areas would be likely
to fail.

The WWF representative drew upon results from a study of small scale fishing activities in
Quang Tri province, where they also witnessed the impacts of fishing effort from outside
provinces, using large fishing boats and illegal fishing methods as I have described occurring
at both of my field sites. They described in detail the issues with gear program failures,
where fishers were provided with loans for buying new gear types. Some people had used
the credit for building houses and were unwilling to pay it back, with the high default rate
resulting in no loans being issued for new borrowers. The gear upgrade programs were
stifled by a lack of suitable technologies and knowledge of new fishing grounds, and low skill
among fishers for making the transition to new fishing gears or grounds. They also noted
that information dissemination about the failures of such programs and the reasons why
was lacking, and resulted in misguided belief among fishers that access to capital through
loans would help them to buy new gear types and to be more successful. Thus the silence on
the failure of such interventions was contributing to the development of similar programs at
new sites, with new funding, and a high likelihood of similar rates of failure. What WWF
witnessed in Quang Tri Province was just as likely to occur at any other coastal location
where fishers were provided access to credit to invest in new fishing gear, but who lacked
sufficient knowledge to use it or plan their fishing expansion and service their loans.
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As an NGO and external commentator on the results of others’ project interventions, WWF
was able to lift the cone of silence around the failures of fisheries interventions in a way that
those operating within the system could not or were not willing to do. Admitting that the
problem was systemic at the national level and could not be solved through model projects
seeded up and down the coast of Vietnam through external funding sources would be to
turn the status quo approach on its head. This pointed the finger at both the national
ministry as well as those who had continued to supply funding in the face of questionable
on-ground results. Voices that spoke out against the status quo were few and such
conversations were reserved to informal avenues of communication, with comments made
through indirect inference rather than direct statements. WWF’s report reflected these
uncomfortable truths in one document for the first time, and it may be a reflection on the
undesirability of the candid nature of its contents that it cannot be found on the internet at
the time of writing25.

An MCD representative at the meeting confirmed that the results of MCD’s work were in
agreement with many of the findings in the WWF report, citing destructive fishing, depleted
resources, increased gap between poor and rich, lack of support from government
enforcement and lack of capital to invest and capacity to move to alternative livelihoods as
significant impediments at MCD’s field sites. She emphasised that the most important issue
was identifying the most appropriate and sustainable alternative livelihood. Another MCD
representative touched on the difficulty of this issue, stating that “we have no new
livelihoods to show them”, and that many fishing households did not have the capacity to
pay back loans. The agreement on the difficulties facing coastal livelihoods between
different government and non-government agents at this meeting is notable, given the
general lack of transparency around weakness in national policy. Whether such agreement
would have been repeated in a more open or public forum is questionable.

Limitations of Coastal Livelihoods
The forum concluded with a couple of pertinent reflections on coastal livelihoods: that
unlike farmers, fishermen did not save to invest in their future, reflecting a short term
mindset and potential difficulties of transferring livelihoods without reserve capital or the
capacity to pay back loans. It was also suggested that fishermen did not have incentives to
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The report in question is (Thuy & Symington, 2007) which I obtained through the course of my field work in
2007.
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invest their profits as they did not have any rights to long term access or security around
their livelihoods. The impacts of this finding were far-reaching, as if true, it would influence
both their mindset to resource extraction (no incentive to limit catch rates) and experience
in investing in longer term business opportunities through additional livelihoods. The reality
of inshore fisheries management in Vietnam is that most regulations are not enforced or
enforceable, so this lack of long term access and security is likely to remain the status quo
for some time to come, resulting in continued patterns of overexploitation and variable
results from livelihood assistance programs.

The point was also made that MPAs as a fisheries management tool had limited
effectiveness in Vietnam – even if all existing MPAs were working at 100% of their capacity,
there would still be another 99% of coastline to develop effective fisheries management
strategies for. MPAs were barely scratching the surface of a much bigger problem of
unregulated and overcapacity coastal fisheries in Vietnam. In this respect, the problem of
fisheries-based livelihoods was bigger than the NGOs’ efforts at site-based interventions and
the national MPA program combined. The gallant efforts of small scale interventions such as
TRMR were working against a tidal wave of forces that were large scale, ubiquitous, and that
needed intervention at the national level to achieve any lasting reduction of their impact.

MCD and Co-Management
MCD was well recognised for its focus on community-based approaches; it received funding
from donors who valued and rewarded its work, and was acknowledged as good at such
approaches by people in positions of power. When MCD was selected to develop a comanagement charter for the Ministry of Fisheries, their suitability for the task was
recognised by technical advisers in the field who stated that MCD was in the best position to
develop such a charter26. They also stated that the director’s persistent nature was an asset
to this task and the organisation as it meant that “things would get done”, noting that
without such an approach from the leader of an NGO, nothing would get done as the NGO
would have insufficient effect on external actors27.

26

I was informed by an external source that MCD turned down the consultancy to complete the charter as they
were advised to do so by an independent “friendly” source, someone who was in MCD’s inner circle of advisers
but external to the organisation, and that this individual took up the opportunity to undertake the consultancy
themselves.
27
Within these comments, these commentators were referring to the impact that MCD had on external agents.
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Critical Voices
Such external support for MCD’s approaches was not always reflected in the words of
national representatives though. At the Blue Meeting in December 2007, a senior Ministry
representative stated that community based management was insufficient, and proposed
that a 50:50 power sharing arrangement was the best model for Vietnam. The fact that he
made this statement at an MCD-facilitated event speaks of the national government’s lack of
support for MCD’s management approaches and community-based management in general.

Other external commentators were ready to criticise the use of community-based
approaches where they were employed as a standard approach rather than being
determined as the best approach through an objective review process such as a needs
analysis. The commentators believed that community-based management should not be
used by default, but when it was deemed to be the most suitable approach to a particular
management situation. Another concern was that an implementing agency could become
too reactive to the desires of the community – the lobster livelihoods crisis being an obvious
case-in-point, where the lobster growers with access to MCD process were always trying to
gain influence for their livelihood. Other practitioners were concerned with the level of
resources required for management of a relatively small area. While voicing of such
concerns was not common, it did form an undercurrent against support for MCD’s
approaches that could link up with the nationally voiced opposition to deny opportunities to
MCD’s work. MCD was also an easy target for criticism by those within the safe confines of a
national government agency, who faced no repercussions through such criticism. Donor
support of MCD’s work was thus important in terms of both its funding and validation of
their approaches.

Community-based Approaches
On the ground, MCD’s community-based approaches had both positive and negative
aspects. As a management approach, community-based management was not organic in the
context of Vietnam – it ran against the grain of the predominant management system used
within government and what local people were used to interacting with. MCD had to create
a legal structure for TRMR from the ground up, and then invest significant time and energy
thereafter in retrofitting it to the provincial management system to ensure its legitimacy.
The local people had to be convinced of the utility of participating in a community-based
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conservation project through learning by doing over time. And MCD had to employ long
term yet incredibly detailed approaches to its work to keep supporting community-based
management that continued to involve local district and management board
representatives, the core group, as well as the local community. This intensity is summarised
in one MCD staff member’s comment during the October workshop on TRMR that “it takes a
long time to make progress with this project”.

As MCD’s experience has shown, there can also be a trade off with acceptance by national
authorities of CBNRM approaches. MCD’s experience in establishing the marine reserve
illustrated that even grassroots approaches still need to link to the overarching political and
management system for an NRM approach to be valid. From a top down perspective, the
authorities utilised in a CBNRM approach need to fit within the existing governmental
structure, and from the bottom up view, local people need the approach to be legally valid
so it provides recognition of their resource use activities. The only way to achieve this is
from within the system, even if the NRM approach itself is not traditional or conventional
within the context of Vietnam. The level of connection to the government system is also
important, as institutions established by local decree can be overridden by provincial
authorities with an eye to meeting broader economic goals or targets28.

MCD’S Strategic Direction
In 2007, working with MCD was like being a member of a lively and dynamic club: there was
a palpable sense of excitement in the office as the work that MCD was doing was pioneering,
pushing back the frontiers of CBNRM in Vietnam. New funding brought new opportunities to
expand MCD’s CBNRM approaches into new areas, and staff were understandably proud
that their hard work was being recognised and validated by international agents of
development. As MCD operated outside of the government management sphere of
influence and its strategic direction was only loosely determined by donors, it was free to
pursue and change direction without the hindrances experienced by government MPAs or
agencies. This gave MCD the freedom to be responsive to community concerns, however
this freedom of direction had the potential to feel like a rollercoaster at times as MCD rode
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This experience was not restricted to my field sites; other researchers conveyed their knowledge of these kinds
of occurrences taking place in northern provinces where provincial authorities would override management
arrangements made by local decree. Community awareness of this could undermine the success of future
community-based initiatives, as local people would be unlikely to trust in the security of such management
arrangements where they had seen provincial authorities override them before.
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the waves of donor interest and new funding. Staff would sometimes scramble to stay
abreast of the scale of change and to meet new expectations about what could be delivered
under MCD’s community based model.

Internally, planning priorities were not always clearly understood across the staff, and nor
were all staff familiar with using strategic planning concepts. This lack of awareness in this
area was evident at the end of workshops, when proceedings would conclude with warm
and fuzzy statements about working together through future dialogue, but with no
conclusive action items for implementation. This may have been a reflection of the reality
facing MCD in its place outside the government mainstream: that it had no hook into the
mechanics of government, and on the surface had to reflect this position outside of the
national system through general statements of areas of common interest. However for staff
to understand how their work was contributing to the greater good required more use of
strategic approaches, so they did not feel like they were bouncing from one good idea to
another and without a means to implement it.

A more Collaborative form of Top-Down Management
Strategic planning priorities appeared to be kept close to the senior managers only. One had
to stay fairly close to their inner workings to stay abreast with where the MCD ship was
currently headed. Many staff lacked the training in strategic planning to translate broad
strategic goals into on-ground operations, but were not being given enough guidance from
superiors about how new strategic directions were to be implemented. Thus a form of topdown management culture still perpetuated within MCD’s less conventional approach to
management.

Despite this evidence of top down management culture, MCD’s internal mechanics were
much more collaborative than those used by a comparable government office, as there were
more opportunities for collaborative thinking and contribution on a regular basis through
meetings and workshops to this end. MCD’s workplace culture lent strongly toward
advocacy of its CBNRM approach, a fact that new employees with physical science
backgrounds initially struggled with. It was common to see a transition of such new
employees from questioning and struggling to understand this unusual workplace culture,
until they found their own comfort zone within the organisation. This fact was often the
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biggest bugbear of ex-MCD employees I chanced upon within the course of my research,
who were ex-employees as they appeared to have been unable to make this transition.

The Costs and Benefits of Model Approaches
MCD’s approaches were strongly connected to the development of CBNRM models and the
expansion of such models to its other sites. However the issues around transfer and
translation of models between sites were never openly addressed. Models that worked in a
mangrove forest community in the Red River Delta could not automatically be assumed to
translate to a coastal embayment community in the south where the most significant
livelihood was lobster farming. Many issues of geographic and cultural difference would
have to be considered in the transfer of any such model. While I expect senior management
were well aware of the potential for such issues, the lack of discussion of these issues may
have resulted in a naïve trust among junior staff of the likely success of transferred model
approaches to NRM. In addition, CBNRM approaches were not commonly used in coastal
communities at the time so younger staff were not likely to have prior significant experience
with them.

The desire for model approaches was reflected at other field sites and scales of my field
work as it is a favoured approach to NRM in Vietnam, where a lack of time or awareness of
adaptive NRM leads to greater use of “off the shelf” approaches. However not all
practitioners I encountered were unquestioning about the value of model approaches. At
MCD’s October workshop, a WWF staff member in attendance made a pointed comment
about the potential issues with transfer of models between locations; however her concerns
largely went unnoticed. This suggests that most MCD staff were unaware of the potential
issues, or that some did not want to give airtime to their consideration and those with
concerns did not feel confident to speak up.

One of the follow on issues with the development of models was that they required a
certain amount of longer term commitment to ensure their adequate transfer and
translation to a new site. One international volunteer working with MCD during 2007 was
tasked with the development of models around management planning, however the
question remained about how much training and handover would be undertaken to ensure
that they had a new champion within MCD, and adequate support among senior
management. Given the apparent disconnect between strategic direction and junior staff, a
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new model was not going to gain traction unless it had sufficient buy in and understanding
among senior management.

Limits to Collaboration
MCD’s collaborative approach could only have effect over very small scales – its
infectiousness did not have a large reach on the ground. The intense collaborative effort
required to implement MCD’s CBNRM approach meant that the rate of expansion was
limited by its capacity to hire and train new staff when new funding became available.
While new funds were acquired through a large donor grant, the early stages of this project
stretched existing staff to capacity as the organisation expanded to a new field site.
Meanwhile, staff struggled to uphold the livelihoods development and sustainable fisheries
projects at existing sites until a new balance was achieved between staff and funding levels.
I repeatedly heard concerns from staff about how they were going to be able to do all the
work that MCD was committed to doing at regional field sites. Where management may
have had a plan for achieving this, they were not sharing it with staff early enough in the
process to allay their anxieties about potentially high workloads.

NGOs as Contested Agents
MCD has permission to operate as an NGO through the national government system,
however their approaches are not always supported by the national government. Towards
the end of 2007, murmurs of support through the national MPA program were heard on
several occasions, where MCD staff reported to me that the LMPA program manager had
stated intentions to collaborate with MCD’s work through small funding support. However
despite attempts by several MCD staff to follow up on the offer, they did not succeed at
making contact with the national MPA program manager. As a result of this lack of support
MCD constantly had to seek support from new partners outside of the national government
framework.

MCD developed with the assistance of connections and networks both old, from former IMA
times, and new, as opportunities became available to the new indigenous marine
conservation focussed “one of its kind” NGO in Vietnam. MCD utilised its key strengths to
find new support for what it did well, and cultivated new connections with external agents
that could assist its expansion in these areas. There were many CBNRM focussed NGOs in
other parts of SE Asia, and MCD was able to link to these existing networks and to the
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broader global indigenous CBCRM movement. This enabled more flow of external
information and influences to MCD’s sites than what was possible through national
government processes, which required much greater bureaucratic administration to achieve
the same type of information exchange.

Defining Success
One of the challenges faced by MCD was proving what was actually achieved by its
community based work, especially given the force of external impacts at sites like TRMR.
However this site had the benefit of longevity that many projects did not have. MCD were
able to continue to support work at TRMR long after its initial project phase was completed,
and much longer than the standard donor funded national MPAs were supported. This gave
MCD time and freedom to keep trying different approaches and more potential to use
adaptive management as a result. MCD’s longevity and capacity not to give up on TRMR or
its community held much more potential for future achievements. By comparison, nationally
supported MPAs were often dependent on the whims of provincial leaders who could either
view marine conservation sites as an opportunity for investment, or conversely for revenue
raising through resource extraction.

MCD contained the enthusiasm, freedom and the momentum to experiment with new
approaches outside of the confines of direct government control. It attracted employees and
volunteers whose personal philosophies to NRM aligned with MCD’s, and contributed to the
translation of these “new” management approaches through on-ground development
projects. MCD also coalesced an international community of interest around its themes, and
had many long-term relationships with international experts as research partners. It was
able to overcome low level but persistent opposition to its approaches by government
officers by leveraging its international networks and staying connected with globalised
movements around marine conservation. As such, it played within the operational “rules”
set by central government but was able to “leapfrog” over barriers set at the national level
by connections to international agents. Its strength lay in its flexibility, a trait not common to
comparable government agencies, and its deployment to capitalise on development
opportunities at the local, national, and international scales.
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Conclusion
Using the ethnography of development institutions approach to this case study enabled the
role of different actors in the development process to be revealed. The effect of trends in
donor funding, particularly around livelihoods support, were evident during the period of my
research, and MCD’s success in this area was rewarded through the receipt of a large EU
grant which it was able to use to expand its community development work to more sites.
The ethnographic approach revealed how quickly an idea or model approach can be
propagated as the result of influential consultants or practitioners in the development field.
It also showed how short term site visits do not get behind the beautiful curtain to dig
deeper into on-ground issues within these approaches that are upheld as successful.

The case study examines the interaction of aquatic livelihood conflicts through
shrimp/lobster farming, and how these existing conflicts influence community-based
projects as locals try to get assistance through project activities. The research illustrates how
participation in marine conservation activities was facilitated by community perception of
benefits from involvement, and often such involvement was geared to try and ensure
personal benefits. The desire for alternative livelihood models is strong among NRM/MPA
practitioners and local people, and often drives the introduction of unsuitable models from
other places without sufficient technical research or feasibility analysis. The case shows how
trial projects serve as models for different communities with similar resource management
and livelihood issues, and how donors support the dissemination of such models to new
sites through funding support to this end.

The legacy of lobster culture extends far beyond Van Hung commune, and the desire for a
community-based management solution was not matched by ability to be effective at
broader scales. MCD’s efforts in this area followed where government intervention had
already failed. The broader issue of needing to reduce the number of existing lobster cages,
and improving lobster culture practices had not been solved by either district or provincial
government interventions in the past. Given this history, the community was willing to cling
to any potential solution that offered any sign of hope in reducing the local conflicts. The
alternative was they faced crop failure and significant debt.
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Large scale problems such as lobster disease in aquaculture need large scale assistance. It is
difficult for a local scale project to have an impact on a problem of this magnitude. As a
result of the significance of such livelihood problems, CBCRM projects inevitably end up
having to address local livelihood needs and concerns, regardless of whether the project is in
a position to influence these or not. It is difficult to provide the level of livelihood assistance
expected or requested, as the need can be too large for the NGO to assist with. Broader
coastal zone change (such as development, competing activities and industries) are strong
influences on marine conservation programs and local livelihoods, and their impacts need to
be considered with regard to conservation and livelihoods interventions.

This chapter has shown how co-management that differs from the government preferred
path runs the risk of upsetting government authorities. CBCRM appears not to be the
government’s preferred form of co-management and government representatives express
their disapproval of such approaches through tacit and explicit acts of rejection. In such
cases NGOs in Vietnam have to adapt to changing donor preferences to survive, as they are
often excluded from government support and become reliant on donor support – they have
to follow the winds of changing donor interests to remain financially viable.

It is evident that not everyone supports the use of community-based approaches to
conservation in Vietnam, and this was witnessed among government and non-government
representatives through the research. A lack of government support for NGO-based comanagement can render the arrangement unenforceable, thus undermining it. However
community buy-in and grassroots support for marine conservation is important as it will
contribute to the development of stronger environmental values amongst Vietnamese
people living in rural coastal areas.

The research approach also enabled me to better understand MCD’s position as a local NGO
within the government-dominated marine policy landscape in Vietnam. In the national
policy sphere, MCD fought for prominence among much larger and better funded
international NGOs, yet still managed to generate interest and cooperation with its
collaborative policy development forums. National agency representatives participated with
these forums, yet expressed a lack of confidence in MCD’s approaches to marine resource
management behind closed doors, thereby undermining support for MCD within
government. Despite these challenges, MCD continued to grow, expand and learn from its
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past experience, and did so with comparatively greater transparency than demonstrated by
government MPA agencies. MCD’s community-based approach appealed to donors seeking
to get around the “middle-man” structure of regional government in Vietnam, where layers
of funding are peeled off at successive layers of administration before they reach the
commune. MCD was able to demonstrate to donors what could be done at the local level,
without the fog created by regional government reporting and administrative mechanisms.
Given donors’ dissatisfaction with such regional government machinations, it can be
foreseen that MCD will remain competitive in the donor funding environment for some time
to come.

Trao Reef Marine Reserve Marker and Patrol Boat
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CHAPTER 6
CASE STUDY OF CHAM ISLAND MPA

Introduction: the Landscape of Cu Lao Cham
This case study explores livelihoods and co-management interventions around a provincially
managed MPA. The case study is based on research experiences gained through participant
observation from January to December 2007, with preliminary insights gained through a site
visit in January 2006. Research activities took place in the MPA Authority office in Hoi An, at
the Provincial People’s Committee in Tam Ky, at training courses in Da Nang and Hoi An, and
on Cu Lao Cham itself. The majority of activities were arranged by MPA Authority staff, with
the training courses supported by the national LMPA Authority and NOAA staff of the US
government. During this field work, I stayed in local people’s houses on the island, or at
small hotels in Hoi An or Da Nang as appropriate. By staying on the island I got a small
experience of life without the MPA intervention, to witness what happened in the daily lives
of local people once the MPA staff had departed on boats back to the mainland. It helped
me to gain an appreciation of how the island functioned as a community first and foremost
and as an MPA site thereafter.

The chapter commences with a review of the landscape and history of Cu Lao Cham, and
relates the influence of these factors on local livelihoods. The research experience with
participatory natural resource management is then reviewed through the example of
garbage management training, and the role of models in co-management approaches is
examined. Livelihoods change is first examined through the status quo around the MPA site,
by looking at how locals and outsiders respond to MPA regulations. Alternative livelihoods
development programs are then considered, with focus on the lessons learned through the
dried fish and fish sauce activities over time from 2007 to 2010. Ecotourism is given specific
attention as it was the focus of a training course in August 2007, as well as the management
plan training course in October 2007.
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Participant observation in these training courses also revealed how model concepts in MPA
management are transferred to local contexts such as CLC MPA, and how these concepts are
then translated through local interactions. The return to Cu Lao Cham in mid-2010
illustrated how broader aquarian transitions forces have acted upon MPA interventions and
the local community to bring about livelihoods change. The chapter concludes with an
examination of how these broad scale influences have influenced local livelihoods and
tourism development. The ethnography of development institutions approach used in this
research shows how MPA policy development commences at the national scale with
influence by international models, but is changed through its translation to regional and
local implementation processes.

The case study of Cu Lao Cham MPA (Figure 7) in central Vietnam illustrates how comanagement and livelihoods interventions operate in the context of a provincially managed
MPA with a history as a donor-funded project. Many of the activities being undertaken
during my research were the result of commitments made or projects implemented during
the donor funded phase, and reflected the transition of the MPA from a period of donor
influence to provincial ownership.

I established a link to this MPA at an early stage of my research, when I attended the first
international MPA conference in Geelong Australia in October 2005 and met Mr Chu Manh
Trinh there, an employee of the CLC MPA project. Mr Trinh would become my key contact at
the project and shared a common research interest as his own PhD research focussed on the
development of an appropriate co-management model at his MPA, for expansion to other
MPA sites.

When I first visited CLC MPA it was still in the donor-funded project phase, with a foreign
chief technical adviser who welcomed my first site visit in January 2006. By the time I
returned to CLC MPA in January 2007, it was managed as the CLC MPA Authority by the local
province, and research access arrangements followed the usual requirements of red seal
letters of introduction from significant authorities to get through the front door of the MPA
office. While this caused several months’ delay in my capacity to visit CLC for research
purposes, once I produced the necessary paperwork I was given blanket permission to
conduct my research activities on the island at any time I wanted during the course of 2007.
While this permission allowed me to be there it did not guarantee that doors would be
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opened or that MPA staff would share their views on management practices. By necessity,
my research focussed on those research opportunities that were most accessible around the
themes of co-management and livelihoods change.

On Cu Lao Cham (CLC), the community’s livelihoods strategies have changed in recent
decades with successive waves of external change, from in-migration of people and
technology, to impacts of globalised fish supply chains and globally-driven conservation
agendas. Over the last 50 years, the island has changed from being a sparsely populated
island port of 70 agriculture-dependent households with few external trade links, to a 500
household settlement with links to global fisheries and tourism industries, and connected to
the adjacent mainland city of Hoi An and its world heritage tourism industry. Overlying these
dynamics is the impact of the MPA declaration on CLC in late 2005, and the gradual impact
on livelihoods through regulated fishing restrictions and the proposition of livelihood
alternatives.

History of Cu Lao Cham
The islands have been settled in several distinct waves of in-migration since migrants from
the north of Vietnam moved south and displaced the islands’ original Cham inhabitants
some 400 years ago. According to elder residents of the island, traditionally people lived
closer to the mountains practicing agriculture, caught fish from streams, and undertook only
limited fishing in the sea. 1945 saw the arrival of the first wave of immigrants when ten
households migrated to the island in sampan boats without engines. According to one elder
resident, there were about 90 households on Cu Lao Cham at that time, and fishing was
restricted to use of coracle/basket boats and boats without engines close to the island, but
only about 10 boats were owned between these households, suggesting an overall low rate
of participation in fishing.

A low level of small scale fish trade with Hoi An existed prior to the migration wave in the
1960’s, but elders recall that ‘there were a lot of fish but no-one bought them’. At this time,
the island’s inhabitants were mainly involved with agriculture, with minimal import and
export of products. According to some of the original families who can still recall life at this
time, the main import to the island was sugar, as people cultivated and harvested vegetables
for household use in the forest, and the only export product was wood cut from the forest
which was transported and sold in Hoi An.
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Migration to the island was stimulated by the desire of mainland people to escape being
drafted into fighting in the War, with migrants mainly drawn from the agricultural village of
Cam Thanh, and the fishing village of Cam An, both located in the outlying rural areas
around Hoi An. The population of CLC had been reasonably stable for at least a century
before this in-migration commenced (Donogue, 1963). One village elder recalled that fishing
migrants began arriving at Ton Cam village29 in 1968, and the first settlement land for these
incomers was the land on which the port and arrival hall/museum is situated today. He
noted that at this time, new boatloads of migrants would arrive at the rate of one every four
days. The influx of new arrivals stimulated the expansion of fishing among all households on
the island. The formerly agricultural original inhabitants saw other islanders making
reasonable livelihoods from fishing and made small investments in fishing gear such as
basket boats and nets.

After 1975, many of the temporary migrants returned to the mainland, particularly those
people who had been previously involved in agriculture. Of the fisher-migrants who
migrated to CLC as a result of the War, approximately 30% returned to the mainland and
60% remained on the island. One village elder suggested that people with larger boats
returned to the mainland, whereas people with smaller boats remained on the island as the
calm waters around the island in winter would permit them to fish all year round. Those who
remained have however maintained a strong sense of identity with their mainland villages as
their “home town”, one example of this being that many old people request to be buried
back in their home village on the mainland. An additional influence on the island’s
connection to the wider region was its military significance. During the 1980’s many people
from mainland Vietnam tried to leave the country via escape from Cu Lao Cham. As a result
of the island’s proximity to the national maritime border, the island is a site of significance
for the Border Guard and at the time of this research, travel to the island was heavily
controlled, particularly for foreigners.

29

Ton Cam village is adjacent to Bai Lang village. Although there now appears to be no division between the two
villages as there is continuous development between the two, there is some difference between the fishing
activities undertaken between the residents of each. The original inhabitants of the island lived at Ton Cam
village, and so the residents of villages further away are usually more recent arrivals to the island who have
settled further away from Ton Cam where land was available. The more recent migrants to the island were also
already skilled fishers. Thus the residents of Bai Lang village are often found to be longline fishers who moved
from mainland fishing villages where the same fishing was already practised, and the residents of Ton Cam are
more likely to be the descendants of original (pre-Vietnam war) residents of the island who undertake other
forms of fishing.
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CLC Livelihoods
The main economic activity on Cu Lao Cham is now fishing, with over 90% of household
heads’ occupation related to fishing (Tri, 2007). Fish is the only product exported from the
island to the mainland and almost all other household requirements are imported. A large
proportion of the fish caught by CLC fishermen is sold to fish dealer boats at sea and directly
to the Hoi An market, so the local sale of fish on the island is very small. There are a small
number of local residents who act as fish traders or middlemen on the island, and little fish
processing occurs on the island apart from a few households involved in fish drying. The
most common non-fishing related occupations undertaken by villagers are small shops or
trading, construction, wood collecting, livestock raising (typically by women), as well as a
small number of professional jobs associated with the local government and schools. Usually
these occupations are undertaken in addition and complementarily to fishing.

Little

agriculture other than household livestock raising is undertaken, with water shortages and
land availability being significant limitations to its undertaking.

In 2007 tourism was beginning to have a larger presence on Cu Lao Cham, although tourist
activities were mainly restricted to day trips by organised tour groups. According to
government sources, in 1999 the island received only 593 tourists, while the figure rose to
10,000 in 2006, 60% of whom were foreign tourists (Hai Chau, 2007). While the number of
visitors has increased, these day visitors had little interaction with the local people or
businesses. A small amount of home stay tourism took place in private homes, and some
locals had employment generated by the scuba diving industry’s use of Bai Chong beach as a
lunch stop on their day’s diving. As this beach is remote from the main villages of the island,
the majority of dive tourists had no opportunity to interact with the local community, thus
their impact on local livelihoods was also minimal. A private five star resort development has
been proposed for one of the prettiest beaches on the island for some time, and local
people were hopeful that it may generate new employment in the form of construction and
security labour.

Limitations
CLC is a landscape of limitations, which affect all local residents’ lives and livelihoods. The
island faces limitations on transport to the mainland and local fishing due to the typhoon
season that runs for several months a year and during which time travel between the island
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and the mainland can be limited for weeks or even months. The supply of household
products is in turn limited as almost all food and goods are imported by public boat. Land
availability is also limited as the island’s topography is steep and the upland areas are
restricted by military and forestry regulations. The island is the site of a base for the Border
Guard that is responsible for national security, and formal permission is required to access
land above 200m elevation. This limits access of local people and visitors alike to the coastal
fringe, a very small proportion of the total land area as the island of Hon Lao is a steeply
rising granite island. Around one third of the island is forestry land with limited harvest use
permitted by law, although in practice many local people utilize the forest for subsistence
collection activities including non-timber forest products and firewood.

Supply of local government utilities is also limited. In 2007 electricity supply was limited to 5
hours’ generator operation in the evenings, with locals paying three times the mainland
price for their electricity, and water supply was already at its maximum capacity meeting
household needs and could not accommodate any additional industrial use. Existing garbage
disposal is limited to collection and disposal at key locations, either adjacent to the road or
the sea, at which point it may be buried, burnt or simply dumped. A consultants’ report
commissioned for the MPA Authority in 2007 found that the existing garbage disposal
system could not sustain any permanent significant increase in garbage production, and as a
result any large scale tourism developments would have to consider high tech incineration
or transport to the mainland (Viet & Berntsen, 2007).

Some hamlets on the island face more limitations than others due to lack of facilities and
distance from other villages. Bai Huong hamlet (shown in Figure 7), often noted as the most
picturesque of all the villages on CLC, is isolated from the other hamlets and this isolation
results in limitations to schooling, supplies, access to goods sold at other hamlets (including
fish at local markets), transport to the mainland, and has flow on effects to business
opportunities. The local people in both villages also have limited access to information: in
2007 there was no internet access, only limited electricity for access to television in the
evenings, and the distance from the mainland limits access to newspapers, which are
otherwise a staple of information dissemination in Vietnam. It has been recognised by the
MPA Authority that qualification levels of the local people have been decreasing over time
due to the limited occupational and educational opportunities available on the island, and
distance from the mainland (Management Board of Cham Islands MPA Project, 2006). All of
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these factors limit the livelihood diversification options available to local people, and the
likelihood of their compliance with MPA regulations.

Figure 7: Map of Cu Lao Cham showing location of Bai Lang and Bai Huong villages
(McEwin, 2006)

Regulation of Cham Islands MPA
In CLC, the draft zoning proposal was developed during the project phase of the MPA from
2003 to 2005. The final zoning plan (Figure 8) was divided into the following categories of
core zone, ecological rehabilitation zone, and controlled development zone, comprised of
the tourism development zone, community development zone, and reasonable fishing zone
(Table 2). According to the MPA Project Completion Report, 270 of the island’s 500
households were involved in some way in discussions about the draft zoning plan and
regulations (Management Board of Cham Islands MPA Project, 2006). The types of fishing
that were most likely to be adversely affected by the zoning plan and regulations were those
that were most closely associated with the physical locations also targeted by the core zone
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– the near-shore coral reefs. As a result, diving fishing30 and use of some kinds of nets that
were positioned on or immediately adjacent to the coral reef were predicted to be the most
affected from the outset.

Core zone
Total MPA area
Tourism development zone
Ecological rehabilitation zone
Reasonable fishing zone

Figure 8: Regulated Zones of Protection of CLC MPA
(Management Board of Cham Islands MPA Project 2006)

Each zone is regulated according to a range of permitted activities, some of which are
prohibited from the entire MPA area, with the most stringent controls evident in the core
zone. These prohibited activities are listed in Table 3. The MPA regulations are enforced by
the MPA enforcement team who are based in Tan Hiep commune on the island. In 2006, 10
enforcement staff were employed by the MPA Authority to undertake enforcement patrols
by speedboat and wooden boat, and also to manage tourist activities and the MPA Visitor
Centre (Management Board of Cham Islands MPA Project, 2006). Both trawlers and fishing
vessels greater than 15 m length are not permitted to operate within the MPA. While the
MPA Authority has the management authority over the entire blue area in figure 8, it suffers

30

Diving fishing is a particular fishing activity undertaken using underwater breathing apparatus, which enables
increased fishing time underwater and the collection of more fish than would be possible from free diving. It is
typically associated with the capture of lobster for the lucrative export trade.
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from budget limitations in trying to enforce regulations over such a large area, and is limited
by its inability to fine offenders.

Table 2: Zones in the Cu Lao Cham MPA Management Structure
(Source: Management Board of Cham Islands MPA Project 2006)
MPA Zone

ZONE DESCRIPTION

“Core Zone”

totally conserved, managed and carefully protected, maximum
restriction of use to prevent negative impacts on habitats, may be used
for scientific research, training and education

“Ecological

managed, protected and well organized activities for recovering

Rehabilitation

ecological habitats, biodiversity and natural marine resources in order to

Zone”

economically benefit communities
“Controlled Development Zone”:

“Tourism

tourism activities which are able to generate income for the local

Development

people, and controlled by the Management Board of MPA and include:

Zone”

scuba diving, coral reefs viewing by glass bottom boat, surfing, sailing,
swimming, research, education, training, community entertainment

“Community

located on lands where people are living in Bai Lang, Thon Cam, Bai Ong,

Development

and Bai Huong villages of Cham islands. Areas where local people live

Zone”

adjacent to the MPA.

“Reasonable

Reserved for organizing reasonable marine resources exploitation,

Fishing Zone”

developing relevant activities (fishing, aquaculture and other suitable
gears) in order to increase income, improve living standards and
alternative income generation for MPA communities. The reasonable
fishing zone surrounds the extremely protected zone, the ecological
rehabilitation zone, and the controlled development zone

The delineation of the core zones of the MPA zoning plan by use of marker buoys has proved
time and time again to be essential for the successful enforcement of these zones and to
ensure the community’s compliance. This has been made evident on numerous occasions
when the marker buoy system has been damaged by the annual typhoons Cu Lao Cham is
afflicted by, and local fishers claim they can no longer identify the area of the core zone or
abide by its no take ruling. The marker buoy system has thus existed in various states of
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repair and disrepair since its inception in 2006, with corresponding impacts on compliance
with the no take zones by local fishers.

Table 3: Prohibited activities within the CLC MPA and associated zones
(Management Board of Cham Islands MPA Project 2006)
ZONE
Entire CLC MPA

PROHIBITED ACTIVITIES
a) Activities disturbing the environment, landscapes ; destroying
substratum rock, coral reefs, flora and other ecosystems ; negatively
impact on marine species’ communities, habitats, breeding and growth
areas.
b) Fishing activities by dynamite, chemicals, electricity, poison and other
destructive methods.
c) Hunting of fauna and flora species which are named on the protected
list.
d) Exploiting activities which are named on the banned list including
seasonal ban, except for in cases of research purposes permitted by the
Government ; Exploitation of marine animals which body size smaller than
specified sizes, except for allowed catches for aquaculture purposes
e) Industrial scale aquaculture;
f) Any kind of mining;
g) Activities that cause beach erosion around islands;
h) Activities that illegally occupy, convert land, or water use;
i) Activities that introduce non-endemic flora or fauna species that might
cause damage to the environment, natural ecosystems, or biodiversity of
the MPA;
k) Activities that pollute the environment including noise, vibration where
the intensity is greater than permitted limit.

“Ecological
Rehabilitation
Zone”

In addition to all restrictions listed above:
a) Construction, housing, anchoring in coral reef areas;
b) Any kinds of exploitation of forestry or aquatic products.
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“Core Zone”

In addition to all restrictions listed above, the following activities are also
prohibited:
- Collecting mineral specimen, coral, wild animals, aquatic fauna and flora,
microbiological samples ;
- Any kinds of visiting or excursion, touring, swimming, snorkelling, diving

While consultation was undertaken during the development of the zoning plan and
regulations, it mainly focussed on involvement by the commune people’s committee and the
mass associations including the youth union, farmers union and fatherland front. Since their
implementation, the regulations have been subject to formal and informal challenge as a
result of the varied degree of local acceptance as well as the general contestation of fishing
restrictions by local and non-local fishers.

The characteristics of the island and its community, their existing livelihoods described
above, and limitations upon these posed by both natural and regulatory forces, form the
baseline upon which further interventions are constructed. All of these factors were
important influences upon the outcomes of the MPA management activities I observed and
participated in during my research at this site in 2007.

Participatory Management in Practice
The following sections document various forms of participatory activity that took place
during the period of my research. I was involved with each of these activities to varying
degrees; some I was directly involved in the implementation of, and others I observed the
progress of from more of a distance, but their implementation crossed paths with my
research through information provided by local people, CLC MPA staff, and consultants
involved with the MPA. The degree of participation or co-management practice inherent
within each activity also differed widely – some individuals within the MPA staff were testing
collaborative NRM models through their work at CLC, whereas in other projects,
participation was more of a traditional Vietnamese approach, limited to coordination with
commune authorities, village heads and the occasional mass organisation such as the
women’s union. In such cases, the involvement of local people, the fishers, fish traders, local
market sellers, housewives, wood collectors and labourers, could be minimal. These cases
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explore how participation was implemented and interpreted at CLC, and how it was
moulded by local socio-political influences.

Garbage Management Training
Village level training about household management of garbage was conducted in Bai Huong
village in March and April 2007, and aimed to increase compliance with the organic
composting system located there. Disposal of garbage was a significant issue all over the
island, and the composting system had been implemented at this village to reduce the
overall level of rubbish generated there and requiring disposal. Garbage was typically
thrown to the sea, burned, or piled up on unused land on the mountain behind the village.
More appropriate disposal of garbage was seen as fundamental to increasing the ecotourism
appeal of all villages on the island, particularly as garbage thrown into the sea often washed
up on beaches utilised by tourists31.

The MPA commenced a pilot composting project in September 2006 to sort waste into
organic and inorganic components at the household, and for disposal of the organic
components via a village composting system. A low tech composting facility was established
close to the border of the village for composting of the organic fraction of waste (Viet &
Berntsen, 2007). By early 2007, participation in the composting system had dropped off,
and a training activity in waste sorting was proposed that would involve the majority of the
local village population. A participatory training activity was developed where groups of
trainees competed in a ‘game show’ atmosphere to correctly answer questions about
identification of garbage as organic, inorganic or recyclable, and undertook participatory
mapping to identify locations around the village where large volumes of garbage had
accumulated. The different teams compared and debated their results to achieve consensus
where their results differed.

The participatory nature of this training was designed to teach villagers how to better
identify and sort their household waste, but also to partly transfer the responsibility for
garbage management back to the local community. Thus it represented a basic type of comanagement arrangement for garbage between the local people, the MPA Authority, and
31

One beach was renamed “Dead Dog Beach” for obvious reasons by English teaching volunteers during the
summer of 2007 as all of Bai Lang’s garbage washed up there. It was common to find rotting food scraps and
dead animals bobbing up and down in the waves along with visiting swimmers seeking respite from the hot
summer conditions of an island with no daytime electricity.
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the local government who traditionally hold responsibility for village-level matters. The
tradition of top-down centralised management creates a legacy of expectation among local
people that local government takes responsibility for management issues such as garbage
management. This participatory activity was thus designed to change local people’s thinking
around personal responsibility for waste management. It was hoped that the creation of
such values among local people could have flow on effects on other MPA management
projects requiring local voluntary compliance, such as local compliance with MPA
regulations.
Learning ‘with fun’

The style of these training events could be described as vui ve, or “with fun”, a commonly
used expression to describe something as undertaken with an overall element of fun,
making it more pleasant or desirable to be involved in – a terminology that could be
described as making something “less like hard work”. It is commonly used in training
activities in Vietnam as people enjoy participating more when it is conducted through games
and small friendly competitions. Bai Huong village has a small population and is reasonably
isolated, with few motorbikes owned on the island and only one public ferry operating
between this village and the larger villages to the west. As a result, there was significant
interest in participating in a fun activity with lots of other villagers, and at a time when there
was little else to do. Often additional members of the village would stop by the training
courses to see what was going on and join in the spectacle of trainees furiously debating
their team’s position (Figure 9).

The addition of this fun element in a participatory learning activity is something of a
prerequisite in Vietnam, where it is often expected and if it were not, local participation
would not be anywhere near as successful, as local levels of education in regional areas are
low, and interest in participation would be the same. In the case of CLC, the word would
spread between villages that the activity was boring and not enjoyable, and less people
would attend subsequent workshops despite the daily allowance payment received if they
did.
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Figure 9: Participants in debate at the garbage management training, Bai Huong
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Staff Commitment to Process and Outcomes

The MPA staff member who facilitated this training was aiming to achieve more compliance
with the local composting system over time, and more local engagement on the part of
individual villagers. However one of the key ingredients in his training system was his
personal commitment to achieving community level change, demonstrated through his
down to earth style of community engagement and persistence in extending this
engagement with as many local people as possible. The learning acquired through training
events was backed up by many informal village interactions, as he would follow up with
individuals about the key learning outcomes and their impressions on garbage management
as he walked through the village. This extensive follow up was made possible by his regular
presence within the village, and his willingness to take the time to reinforce the key points
and to seek feedback via informal means.

There were limitations on other staff being able to follow in his footsteps with his method of
community facilitation, as not all MPA staff would have the personal facilitation skills or the
interest to undertake this type of local community engagement. This kind of community
work involved slowly chipping away at existing attitudes, and was highly dependent on the
skills of the individual community facilitator and his commitment to such a long term,
detailed and labour intensive process. It also required practitioners to have the patience,
will, inclination and personality to employ this kind of training method in order to win the
hearts of the locals and adopt better environmental management practices. In my research
experience with the CLC MPA I saw few other staff who possessed both these skills and the
will to exercise them. This personal capacity to employ successful participatory NRM
methods with the local community could thus act as a limiting factor to the employment of
these methods. Part of the reason for the lack of skills in this area is because the traditional
top down system does not require it – people in government positions work within the
government hierarchy to implement orders from above. Such a system does not lend itself
to training its staff in community facilitation skills.
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Inequitable Impacts

While the methodology employed in these training activities was sound, it could not
guarantee that future problems would not arise with the composting system at Bai Huong
village. According to interviews with stakeholders and community representatives
documented by Viet and Berntsen (2007), the community was committed to the system and
the sorting of garbage was considered to be easy. However, the pilot project ceased due to
complaints from neighbours near the composting facility. The complaints arose because no
facilities were provided for disposal of the inorganic waste, and it was burned in open fires
at the composting facility resulting in impacts to the local people living nearby.

While the system for sorting and composting of garbage was efficient, it did not address the
local social context or include facilitation of conflict resolution around the inequitable
distribution of impacts. This reflects on how many technical fixes to seemingly physical
problems of environmental management fail to address the social components that are
critical to the success of the intervention. The composting system was discontinued pending
a larger scale solution being determined to manage all garbage generated in the village –
once again, through a larger scale “technical fix”, one that would remove the human
element from the equation by reducing the personal responsibility for garbage management
to payment of a household fee, nothing more.

Community Participation and Co-Management Models
This staff member behind both the garbage management and fish sauce training was
developing his participatory training methods as a component of his PhD research, and
hoped that his model could be expanded to other sites in Vietnam as an example of locally
developed and applicable co-management32. While such participatory training activities do
not seem particularly revolutionary from a western education perspective, the view is
somewhat different from the Vietnamese viewpoint.

Attention has already been drawn to the level of personal commitment required by local
staff to successfully employ such methods. One reason why this is so important in the
context of Vietnam is because traditionally, instructions and directives are given as top down

32

The staff member concerned, Mr Chu Manh Trinh, completed his PhD thesis on this topic, and has authored
several conference publications in English on his work in the years since 2007.
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and are expected to be followed unquestioningly. Local people should not need to be
convinced to change their attitudes and behaviours through participatory education, as they
should follow the top down directives as good model citizens. His action research approach
connected the achievement of NRM goals with participatory education of local people, by
slowly educating them why a different behaviour was necessary around their interaction
with their local environment. The default assumption was that local people would simply be
told to do something such as to comply with a new set of local regulations, with no
awareness or learning connection expected to result from the process. The aim of his
participatory learning methodology went against the tide of local management practice as
local people were expected to learn the reasons why a change of behaviour was necessary,
and to develop a personal ethic of care for their local environment as a result. The default
option just expected them to do as they were told. The change in approach from the norm
represented a philosophically different position around local people’s relationship with their
environment, from passive consumers of their local environment, to active partners in
natural resource management, albeit in a small way. Regardless of the size, this change is
still significant.
Locally Appropriate Co-Management

While this facilitated learning approach did not build new bridges between higher
authorities and the local community in the way that co-management might typically be
envisaged, it did represent a more appropriate form of co-management for the local context
because it did not directly challenge the authority of government. This is an important factor
as I observed many comments made by national government representatives during my
research that any new approaches to co-management needed to maintain the existing role
of the state. Their support only extended to “lifting the lid a little33” on power sharing, but
not fundamentally rewriting the entire system. The MPA staff member’s approach to
participation suited this prevailing attitude, as it enabled grassroots benefit without shifting
the position of power balance on the scale between community and government.
Extension of Models

The composting training and education model was later extended to several mainland
coastal communities by CLC MPA Authority in cooperation with Hoi An District People’s
33

Credit must be given to Don Morley for use of this expression, with whom I worked on small scale fisheries comanagement, and who also encouraged me to undertake postgraduate study.
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Committee. The extension of this program during 2008 illustrates the important precedent
that locally arising models can have within their region34. The dissemination of model
approaches at new sites has implications for the support of technical transfer as much as for
training and facilitation to enable local people to fully participate with their local MPA. The
staff member at CLC MPA had developed his facilitated learning method to be disseminated
as a model of locally appropriate co-management, and over time, he was successful in
overseeing its dissemination to new sites. As outlined in the experiences above though, the
implementation of his participatory training and community engagement depended upon
the skill set of individual staff and their capacity to implement this type of training. It would
also depend on the will and progressive nature of management authorities to implement
such a time-intensive and long term community development methodology. Support for
these critical factors would be likely to vary between sites, and as a result there would be
future cases where such a participatory learning model would not be supported, regardless
of the need or future potential benefit from doing so.

Reflection on Participation
While the cases described above show how the community was more strongly connected to
the MPA through participatory learning activities, the types of community participation I
witnessed did not involve power sharing because decision making occurred in a power
structure way above the community level. The community did not have any power in the
management of the MPA as there was no enabling structure for this to take place within.
Ribot (2002) states that many central governments block decentralisation as they fear it, and
do so by preventing transfers of meaningful powers to local democratic bodies, or
transferring them to local agents who are only accountable to central government. The
approach used at CLC enabled local people to have more buy-in with management of their
local resources, but their interaction with local power sharing stopped there. In effect, the
MPA Authority was asking them to take responsibility without offering any benefit in return.

When drivers for participatory approaches are few and far between – dependent on the
research interests of a few, or on the prescriptions of donor projects, it is difficult to assume
their longevity within a particular MPA site. From the experience of CLC, it can be foreseen
that future employment of participatory approaches will be determined by the will of

34

Mr Trinh went on to disseminate his model at new project site in the south of the province in 2010, as will be
discussed later in this chapter.
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individual provincial leaders who control MPA management. Where provincial leadership
favours participatory approaches, they will be more likely to manifest and propagate. When
their interests lie elsewhere, they are more likely to exist as isolated pockets of communityfocussed participation surrounded by traditional Vietnamese management practices. While
donor-funded western environmental education chips away at the mindset of an upcoming
generation of managers in Vietnam35, sowing the seeds for future participatory management
approaches, the dominant governance system holds power as the status quo in the
meantime.

Livelihood Change on Cu Lao Cham
This section of the chapter shifts the focus to livelihoods interventions enacted and
witnessed around this site during my field research. My research focussed on both
regulation and responses to it, as well as livelihoods development interventions. Some
activities were continuations of projects that had commenced prior to my research, and
some of my research focussed on the broader policy debate around livelihoods change that
was occurring at the national level at the same time. The site of CLC is the locus for the
implementation of livelihood interventions decided at much broader scales – initially from
provincial and national government level as signatories to and implementers of donorfunded project agreements, and also from the international level, as donor agendas are
implemented through said projects. It is also the site for the transformation of these top
down agendas into more local forms of management practice – from the donor-funded
project phase to the provincially managed permanent MPA authority. Most importantly, it
is the site at which all of these aforementioned management decisions are challenged by the
livelihood practices of the local people through their daily lives.

Local Responses to Regulation
In practice, local people exhibited a fairly relaxed approach to what was acceptable use of
natural resources despite the zoning system and regulations. Hand gathering in the core
zones is seen as permissible if local people have a decent reason for doing so, such as
disability or lack of other employment. Children and teenagers are similarly excused by the
community as such hand gathering is considered to be a normal part of their island lives.
During storms, fit and able-bodied fishermen might be restricted to hand gathering from
35

My research experience with several such training events funded by NOAA of the US Department of Commerce
is discussed later in this chapter.
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near-shore areas to provide food or income for their families when boat-based fishing is
made impossible. As the island can be subject to extended storm periods during the typhoon
season, such hand gathering might be the only income generating activity or source of food
available for an extended period of time36.

Early morning was a good time to see how local people really interacted with the core zone,
as they were more likely to be up and about doing these kinds of activities before the heat of
the day. One such morning in Bai Huong village I witnessed many local people out in basket
boats fishing the core zone to the east of the village, and from the shore those without boats
collected shellfish by hand. On another occasion in the same village, we were gathered for
an early meeting at the foreshore café and local people passed by carrying buckets of
goatfish, an aquarium trade species. These examples show how local people’s lives were
connected to the aquatic livelihood opportunities available around them, and the
commonality of these kinds of resource use activities. These were simple yet everyday
interactions of local people with the food and livelihood opportunities presented by their
local environment, and concerns about marine biodiversity conservation appeared to come
second.

Expectation of Local Benefit
All of these points reflect an overall tolerance by the local community to the collection of
marine resources for local use and benefit, and also reflect a larger issue – the expectation
for local benefit to be available to local people. This expectation was reflected in comments
made during a community survey in December 2007, that more local people should be
recruited as staff for the MPA, and that all local people should receive an allowance for their
responsibility for the MPA as payment for making it their personal responsibility. This
viewpoint suggests that in the local people’s thinking, responsibility for local environmental
management could only be created by paying them to do so. This view was reinforced by a
junior MPA staff member’s comment that he believed local people were not cooperating
with regulations as they had not yet been provided with access to microcredit as promised
through the MPA. At this point in time, the locals had already been waiting several months
36

I witnessed this during the typhoon season of 2007 – when a storm rolled in, normal fishing activities became
impossible and fishermen went out hand gathering to catch what they could. I was only able to leave the island
during a short break in the storm, however for the local people, the effects of the storm season lasted for several
months after. At one point during this time, they had an extended period of isolation lasting several weeks when
no vessel traffic was possible to or from the island. By the end of this time, the only food remaining on the island
was instant noodles and fish sauce, combined with whatever could be sourced locally.
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for the microcredit program to be finalised and approved, but their “carrot” was yet to
materialise.

This reinforces the need for the MPA to provide incentives for local people’s cooperation
with MPA management. The denial of access to benefits through local resource use goes
against locals’ expectations of how they may reasonably interact with their local
environment. It represents another misfit between the expectations of MPA programs and
those of local people, which are based on their traditional local use of natural resources.

Local Enforcement
Local enforcement is also affected by local expectations around benefit from the local
environment. The MPA staff responsible for patrolling and enforcing the zoning regulations
are faced with negotiating a compromise between the MPA regulations and their personal
relationships within the local community. In a relatively closed community such as CLC,
success at most endeavours is heavily dependent on personal connections which affect all
aspects of life, thus the ability of locally recruited MPA Authority staff to undertake their
core functions such as zoning enforcement can be affected by their personal relationships.
This issue cannot be avoided by bringing in non-local staff as outsiders posted to the island
end up embedded in local relationships through marriage or from the simple tasks of living
in a small and isolated community. An additional complication is that often such jobs are
given to certain individuals as a result of their personal connections, an act which may
represent the creation of a subordinate enforcement team able to be controlled by its
appointing patron. Such control of enforcement networks can also be used to apportion
more benefit locally, though under the guise of the MPA structure.

Impacts of Outsiders
Local people who do comply with the MPA regulations are constantly frustrated by fishers
who travel from other areas to fish in the CLC MPA area, and sometimes within the core
zone. CLC has a long history as a regional fishing hub for fishers from adjacent provinces,
thus it is important that the MPA regulations are upheld by non-local fishers as much as the
locals for them to be effective. Unfortunately there is evidence that many of these non-local
fishers regularly ignore the MPA regulations, and sometimes run the risk of being caught
undertaking prohibited fishing activities by MPA officers due to the large potential for profit
vs. the small size of infringement fines, particularly with more extractive fishing methods
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such as trawling. Local people reported that the potential benefit from trawling (banned
from the CLC MPA area) could be as much as 10 million VND ($625 USD), whereas the fine
for trawling in a prohibited area might be only 300,000 VND ($18 USD).

Local fishers also claimed that fishers from Nui Thanh and Ly Son, locations south of Cu Lao
Cham, used illegal fishing methods such as explosives behind the islands where they were
out of sight of enforcement officers. Some of the gear types used by these non-local fishers
were also bigger and more effective than those used by local fishers, leaving local fishers
unable to compete against these outsiders in terms of access to the fish resource. Not
surprisingly, many locals were strongly supportive of increasing resources to the MPA
enforcement team in order to target illegal fishing activities, particularly at night. It would be
difficult for the local fishers to agree to comply with the MPA regulations when non-local
fishers were regularly ignoring them while using more efficient and profitable fishing
methods, and reaping the rewards of their non-compliance in clear view of the local
community. By the end of 2007, improvements were being made to better coordinate
enforcement efforts between the border guard and the enforcement team to target illegal
fishing activities undertaken by people from the mainland.

Alternative Livelihoods Interventions at CLC
An alternative livelihood program was commenced in 2006 as one of the last components of
the project phase of the MPA. A job fair was arranged on the island in June 2006 for local
people to consider a range of employment training options from mainland companies (Skov,
2006). The livelihood activities present at the job fair were the result of enquiries made to
mainland businesses about the potential for their provision of training and employment
opportunities for people from Cu Lao Cham (Skov, 2006). A delegation of representatives
from the mass organisations and each of the village heads attended a study tour of potential
enterprises in Hoi An and Danang in May 2006 and the results of their meetings were used
to compile the prospective employer list in attendance at the job fair in June, which included
representatives from the handicraft industry, a food processing school from Da Nang, and an
English language school.

According to Skov, approximately 12 people from each village ‘volunteered’ to attend the
job fair and represent their fellow villagers who were either looking for additional or
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alternative livelihoods, or looking for any job37. Approximately 60 people attended the job
fair, and of all the employment options considered, five were of the most interest to the
local people: fish sauce production, dried fish production, broom making, edible mushroom
production, and lantern making for the market in Hoi An (Skov, 2006). Given the limitations
on existing local livelihoods, these livelihood activities were new to the attendees of the job
fair. A few households had experience in traditional methods of fish sauce or dried fish
production, but these methods were limited in their use of preservatives or spices and were
not geared for commercial sale.

A vocational training program was initiated based on the priorities that emerged from the
job fair, in order to “satisfy the local community requirements and also to provide a new
possible alternative income generation system...in order to reduce high pressure fishing and
exploitation of marine resources, especially in the case of compliance with the zoning plan
and MPA management regulations.”(Management Board of Cham Islands MPA Project,
2006, p. 52). This latter point is an important one as there was debate at the national level
as to whether the livelihood program was intended to provide alternative or additional
livelihoods from the outset. This debate would later surface in policy development forums in
Hanoi, and it was argued that it was the intention of such programs to create additional
livelihoods, not alternative ones. The quote above clearly states the initial intention to
establish alternative livelihoods, meaning that existing fishing-based livelihoods should be
replaced with new livelihood activities.
Initial Success and Limitations to Livelihoods

In the initial vocational training activities, 126 people took part in fish sauce production,
dried fish production, broom making, lantern making, embroidery and mushroom cultivation
(Management Board of Cham Islands MPA Project, 2006). The training events took place in
June and July of 2006 and were held at training institutions on the mainland with follow up
practical exercises back on Cu Lao Cham for some courses. Of these initial activities, few
were to prove successful as each encountered local limitations.

37

It was originally intended that all local people interested in additional/alternative sources of income or
unemployed would attend the job fair. However it was decided by the MPA Project and MPA club (local
representatives facilitating the MPA Project’s activities at the local level) that this would be too difficult to
manage. Instead, they asked village leaders to hold a village meeting to identify 12 suitable volunteers from their
village to attend the job fair (Skov, 2006).
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Table 4: Livelihood training activities implemented with local CLC people
(Management Board of Cham Islands MPA Project, 2006)

ACTIVITY

NUMBER OF TRAINEES

Enterprise initiation

20

Fish product processing (dried fish)

23

Fish sauce production

19

Mushroom cultivation

20

Broom making

30

Industrial garment making

16

Machine embroidering

8

Lantern making

21

The broom making proved uneconomical as the costs of materials transport to and from the
mainland negated the small amount of profit per unit to the manufacturer. Lantern making
and embroidery were also to falter due to transport issues and remoteness from production
hubs on the mainland. The high cost of mushroom products precluded their purchase on the
local market, thus requiring transport to potential mainland markets which was made
difficult by their perishability and irregularity of transport to the mainland. Other livelihood
options such as livestock raising were often limited by land available to potentially
interested households. These types of livelihoods are often proposed as alternatives in
development projects, but such a shopping list of approaches rarely accommodates local
limitations adequately.

Of all the alternative livelihood trials initially implemented, only the fish sauce and dried fish
making activities were to have any longevity into 2007. In addition to the logistical reasons
given above for other activities’ failure to gain a livelihoods foothold, there were
implementation factors that influenced how people chose the training activities they joined.
A few fish sauce or dried fish producers foresaw the potential for their chosen activity to fit
with existing household activities or future financial plans. By and large however, many
participants did not think critically about what choice of training to undertake, with reports
of some trainees’ participating only to get the per diem payments for training on CLC and on
the mainland. Some of these trainees would later regret their lack of foresight when they
witnessed others achieve moderate success in their respective training activities.
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Fish Sauce Production Study Tour

In the summer of 2007, both fish sauce and dried fish production were still in operation, and
the fish sauce producers were participating in review of production techniques to improve
their potential output of product. One component of this training was a study tour of fish
sauce production in south-central Vietnam, a region known for its unique coastal fishing
culture and fish sauce production. I joined with this tour group of 14 fisherman’s wives as
they travelled from Hoi An south to Phan Thiet in Binh Thuan Province, stopping to visit the
Nha Trang Bay MPA and fish sauce production facilities in Nha Trang (Figure 10). The tour
participants were eager for the opportunity to learn as they had little exposure to the world
outside their island home. Most had travelled little outside of Hoi An or Danang, the capital
in the neighbouring province, and usually only travelling for family reasons. Their knowledge
of the broader world outside of Cu Lao Cham, including of private business, was limited;
even the prices of basic items in a supermarket were new and interesting to them, as were
their first experiences of riding the shopping centre escalator or hotel elevator.

The study tour provided them with the opportunity to visit both small and large scale,
traditional and commercial production of fish sauce, to ask questions of manufacturers
about production, marketing, labelling, and sale. The group contained a cross-section of
previous business experience as well as access household capital for investment in future
fish sauce production. They were also able to learn about the alternative livelihoods
experiences of MPA-affected households from Nha Trang Bay MPA. At Tri Nguyen village,
they were able to meet with women undertaking new income generating activities such as
sport net and shell curtain making, and through these meetings discover that these activities
were funded through loans from the national LMPA Authority. This study tour took place
immediately prior to a business planning survey of each CLC woman’s household income,
assets, and business plan for fish sauce production, to determine her eligibility for funding
assistance for her business’s expansion. The fish sauce producers were under the impression
that this funding would be a grant to assist their households’ livelihoods transfer from
fishing to the new activity, and this was the first news they had that the cost of the new
livelihood’s development would be borne by them as a loan.
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Figure 10: Images from the fish sauce production study tour (2007)
(fish sauce shop, sport net making, and Hon Mun MPA visitor centre)
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Some trainees complained that bearing the cost of livelihoods change via a loan was unfair
as they were being asked to pay twice for the MPA, once through the process of livelihoods
change (a direct result of the MPAs implementation) and then again through loan
repayments associated with new livelihoods activities. The project response to their
complaints was that the fees were necessary to cover the expenses incurred by the
Women’s Union who were to administer the loans. The trainees however had a keen eye for
comparing the costs associated with microcredit offers, and recognised that the Farmers
Union was making a better offer by guaranteeing loans through the agriculture bank than
the one being proposed by the MPA’s livelihoods support program. What became evident
over the course of the study tour and field work back on the island was just how risk averse
these fledgling fish sauce producers were. Consequently, their interest in cooperating with
the up scaling of alternative livelihoods activities was dependent on this representing
minimal household financial risk. Any suggestion of taking on loans with non-competitive or
high interest rates very quickly cooled enthusiasm about household livelihoods change.

Introduction to Tourism

The trainees also learned about the tourism values of MPA locations through their visit to
Nha Trang Bay MPA visitor centre. This site on Hon Mun Island hosts day visitors who can
swim, snorkel, take glass-bottomed boat trips to view the coral reef, or simply relax by the
sea. From the ecological tourism area in front of the visitor centre they could also witness
the large number of scuba divers who were visiting the area in tour boats from the Nha
Trang mainland. Although CLC has the same natural resources as Hon Mun in the form of
swimming beaches and coral reef, they have no comparable tourism industry based around
these assets.

Their visit to this tourist site shifted the trainees’ view of the coral reef and coastal
landscape as simply a source of fishery income, to something potentially of higher value – a
coastal tourism destination. This was the first time that any of the trainees had visited a
coastal tourism destination so it represented a big shift in perception around values of the
coastal zone. It also illustrated to them how difficult it was for them to access any benefit
from this new value. Through their visit to Tri Nguyen village, the trainees learned that the
local people had little access to livelihood benefits from the MPA apart from the glass
bottom boat operator, and several local women who had changed jobs to operate coracles

203

for tourists. By and large, the tourists visiting Nha Trang Bay MPA sailed by this village,
taking any potential benefits to the local people with them.

The CLC trainees saw the potential value of their island home, but also understood that it
was a benefit they could not access until tourism services developed to the point where the
local people could participate. None was in a position to develop a tourism enterprise of
their own such as scuba diving, and the MPA restricted extractive activities that might
otherwise interest tourists. In 2007, the tourists to Cu Lao Cham walked around the village,
were transported to Bai Chong beach where they ate a meal, and then returned to the
mainland. The locals’ opportunities to interact with the tourists or their money were
severely restricted.
Alternative Livelihoods in Action on Cu Lao Cham

Recreational fishing held the potential to be an alternative livelihood for the fishermen of
CLC as they had the equipment and local knowledge to undertake this activity and sufficient
demand from the existing tourist trade. Tourists who came to CLC were keen to hop aboard
local fishermen’s boats to go out for a ride and throw a line in over the reef as a recreational
experience. The fish sauce trainees from CLC could see the greater potential of recreational
fishing for tourists after their visit to Nha Trang Bay MPA, however they lacked official
permission or encouragement to undertake such enterprises from CLC MPA Authority. Any
entreaty to this end was rejected on the grounds that it was against the biodiversity
conservation principles of the MPA. These principles did not stop demand from both
domestic and foreign tourists for recreational fishing services, and reports of recreational
fishing trips being undertaken to meet this demand both within and adjacent to the core
zone abounded during the summer of 2007. Locals also reported recreational-tourist fishers
casting their lines into the core zones from positions on the shore, and expressed their
frustration with this as they believed access to these zones should be available either for all
or none. Some locals suggested that MPA Authority staff may have been complicit in the
provision of these tourist services, despite the fact that this was clearly against MPA
regulations and their commitment to conservation as MPA Authority staff.

The potential profits to be made from fishing are much higher than the majority of livelihood
opportunities available on the island. In 2007, wood cutters earned around 12,000 VND/day,
cooking labour paid 50,000 VND/day, and wood carving labour 70,000 VND/day. By
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comparison, a squid fisher with a 3 layer net could earn around 1,000,000 VND/day. Locals
who used to grow rice complained that they no longer did so as they could not afford to pay
for labour from the profit after the sale of rice. While this high level of profit from squid
fishing is an extreme example, even the wood carving labour wage can be quickly replaced
by a handful of ornamental reef fish worth 10,000 VND each, and captured in much less time
than a day’s wage labour.
Impacts of MPA Zoning on Fishing Incomes

Those CLC fishers who previously used fishing methods and gears targeting the core zone
reported overall lower profits in their fishing since the core zone was implemented. One
household reported that they could make profits of up to 700,000 VND/day, and had savings
of 5 ounces of gold before the MPA regulations. Since the core zone was enforced they
claimed they no longer had household savings. Other households reported being able to
make savings sufficient to build new houses, but that they just earned enough to pay for
everything in life since the core zone was implemented and they were no longer able to fish
in this area where “the resource is rich”. The high value of fishing-derived income sets a high
standard for alternative livelihood activities to meet in terms of replacing existing household
incomes. While these high incomes are not shared by all fishers on the island, their existence
challenges the notion that the poor are most affected by the designation of a protected area
as, in this case, those who had reduced incomes were not the poorest among their
community. It did limit ability to accrue savings, which would limit their capacity to invest in
other areas of their household.
Dried Fish and Fish Sauce

Of the livelihoods activities supported by the MPA, the fish sauce and dried fish training
groups were considerably more successful. However a range of experiences was discernable
within each training group, and the reasons for this variation in success are worth unpacking
as they have resonance beyond the example of this one MPA to other contexts where
alternative livelihoods interventions are considered. The most successful participants in
both groups were risk takers, women who were already experimenting with different
livelihoods, and seeking ways to increase their overall household income. Access to credit,
often through family members, was another key factor as it enabled them to buy raw fish
product at times when product was available. In the case of fish sauce, the raw input ca com
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or anchovy had to be purchased from fishers outside of the producing household, and often
in large amounts. Thus access to family-derived credit enabled producers to take advantage
of raw product availability as well as having the finance to purchase larger quantities. The
same scenario applied to dried fish production, as those with access to credit could buy raw
fish when sale prices were low. Family connections were also advantageous to those
trainees whose family networks extended to the mainland, as these connections could be
used for sale or marketing of products from CLC.

One of the most important factors was that successful producers had pre-existing visions of
the expansion of their household livelihood strategies based on predetermined goals. At the
initial training activities in 2006, these participants chose the livelihood option that they
could see fit well with their pre-existing plans for expanding their livelihoods to suit their
household’s long-term needs. Despite the current importance of fishing as a livelihood to
the island’s people, it was recognised as a limited livelihood option of the future, and thus
for their children. The lack of secondary schooling on Cu Lao Cham is a significant limitation
to broader employment opportunities for the island’s youth, and some parents try to bridge
this limitation by sending their children to the mainland to complete their schooling.
However children who boarded with relatives or in rented rooms had a reputation for poor
performance away from the supervision of their parents, and the option that guaranteed the
greatest chance for their children’s success was to buy land and build a house on the
mainland. Fish sauce production provided a means to increase household income and assist
with achievement of this goal, with the added advantage that its production and sale could
be transferred to the mainland when the family relocated.

It is important to note that these people did not see this transition to the mainland as oneway, rather they would be likely to maintain livelihood opportunities in both locations, and
thus retain involvement in small scale fishing around the island. Their household’s fishing
effort would not be reduced through the adoption of fish sauce production, instead fish
sauce would become an additional household livelihood activity while fishing was continued
as the staple livelihood. This could increase household income for children’s education and
so reduce future dependence on fishing as children would be more likely to find non-fishing
related employment if they completed their school education, however it would not result in
an immediate reduction in fisheries dependency by the local community. This example also
illustrates how the local people’s decision making around livelihood alternatives is
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influenced by dynamics much greater than the scope of the livelihoods assistance program
or the scale of the MPA, but that the MPA operates in relative isolation from these dynamics
that affect its outcomes.
Fish Sauce Failure: Implications of Lessons Learned

Examination of the motivations behind the less successful fish sauce and dried fish trainees
is equally revealing about how alternative livelihoods programs fail to provide adequate
support. When a group of dried fish trainees were questioned by their trainer about why
they believed they had not been more successful, they answered that they could not buy
enough fish locally to make products, and they could not obtain fish from neighbouring
villages as those people only sold fish to people from their own village. When questioned
whether they considered working together to increase their buying power with these
neighbouring villages, they answered no, with the underlying reason that working outside of
trusted family networks was undesirable. The trainer suggested that the more successful
producers should employ the less successful ones as labour, but they declined, largely for
the same unspoken reason. The trainees were all acutely aware of the limitations of their
local Island market, noting that if they all increased their dried fish production then there
would not be enough demand locally for the product, and that local demand was already
limited to special days such as ceremony days. The activity of drying the fish was difficult to
do in wet weather as they lacked the space inside their houses to dry the fish indoors. The
unstable supply and high price of the fish for drying were also raised as contributing factors
to the unpopularity of this activity.

The trainees claimed that dried fish was unappealing as a livelihood activity on its own as it
did not result in enough income for a profit return. Producers who were forced to sell their
product to other sellers did so at a loss of a 20% cut to the on-seller, thereby reducing their
profit even further. Some members of the dried fish training group had made enough profit
for saving, however it appears that the level of profit was still not sufficient for them to
consider it worthwhile. This is an important finding, as given the relatively high levels of
return from fishing activities previously specified, it appears that dried fish activity was by
and large not able to compete against the appeal of existing livelihoods. To improve their
profits they wanted to combine dried fish production with fish sauce production so they
could take advantage of seasonal availability of different types of fish in both production
processes. The trainees had access to low quality fish in August and September that they

207

normally used for pig food, but that they could use in dried fish and fish sauce production.
However under the rules of the livelihood support program they could only be supported
with training in one livelihood option, thus denying support for what was a logical and locally
appropriate livelihood solution. This finding draws attention to the trainees’ clear preference
for multiple livelihoods, which also acts as a risk minimisation measure by increasing
flexibility around livelihood options. However the MPA project was not able to offer this
flexibility due to its own internal programmatic limitations.

Another significant contributor to the apprehension described above was the risk aversion
of the local people as a result of limited education and life experience outside of the island.
Many island residents have limited exposure to ways of business outside of Cu Lao Cham,
and do not feel confident to successfully compete with mainland markets. As a result they
are not willing to take loans for the development of new livelihoods such as dried fish. Most
of the local people are loan-averse, preferring to maintain savings in gold if they have money
to save, and not to take loans. A microcredit component of the livelihoods support program
was not well supported in 2007 as the participants were not used to taking loans and were
scared of not being able to pay them back. Even the most successful operators seeking to
obtain credit and expand their new livelihoods were considering obtaining them outside of
the project through the mass associations, as the interest rates on offer by these
alternatives were lower. The degree of risk involved was too great for the majority of
trainees, and the terms not competitive enough for the risk takers.

These results emphasise the fact that not everyone drawn to an alternative livelihoods
program is a risk taker or visionary in the planning of their household livelihoods expansion.
It was well recognised among the trainees that many of the women who chose other
livelihood options at the job fair in 2006 did so not because they thought about which
activity would most benefit their household, but because they were simply following orders
to choose an activity for training in. Apart from five very successful dried fish producers, the
rest of the trainees had returned to their traditional livelihoods such as pig raising or labour
as they were “afraid of the market”, afraid that they would not be able to sell their product.

An alternative livelihood program such as this one does not select the most ambitious or
forward-thinking households from the outset, instead it selects according to those
households considered to be most likely to be affected by MPA-associated fishing
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restrictions. Thus an alternative livelihood program will contain a range of entrants, some
who wish to save money for future projects and need new livelihood opportunities to do so,
and the majority who do not harbor significant business ambitions, and simply wish for a
reasonable wage labour income. All may have limited experience in livelihood
diversification, and may lack the skills for successfully doing so.

Of the 127 trainees involved in the CLC livelihood program, 90% were women, a fact which
suggests that the program could never be about livelihood replacement when it did not
target those members of the household who are the principal fisher folk – the men in these
households38. Thus it would not form a substitute for fishing. It was intended to create
livelihood diversity at the household level that might result in livelihood replacement in the
longer term. What is more likely is that broader regional trends such as reduced fish stock
availability, or long term shifts in employment patterns will have much greater influence on
how core an activity fishing remains to the livelihood strategies of the local people.
Alternatives to Life on CLC?

In 2007, young adolescent men working as fishing labour were complaining about how they
could not compete with older fishermen due to their relative lack of skill, and were
considering new livelihoods such as chef or shoe making among the tourism bubble of Hoi
An on the adjacent mainland. Ten young men had already left Bai Huong village that year to
take up jobs in tailoring, cooking and fish processing – in a village of only a few hundred
people, this represents a significant out-migration of its youth. Despite the relatively high
wages these young men could earn from long line fishing at that time, they were recognising
this benefit was a temporary one, as fishing was, in the long term, a dead end opportunity.
The young men I spoke with told me how a qualified chef working in Hoi An could earn 4
million VND/month after 3 years, and that opportunities such as this were driving their
migration from the island.

Where Cu Lao Cham was once an island outpost where people fled to escape the mainland
and maintain isolation from war, it is now connected by proximity to much broader socio38

Although it is sometimes the case that women go fishing with their husbands, this is not a desirable situation
on the part of most women I spoke with; those that did “go to sea” stated they would prefer to earn income
another way as fishing was hard, even for the very experienced they still got sick easily and had to work very
hard. Some women who had gone fishing with their husbands in the past had been replaced by external labour if
the family could afford to hire someone else. Thus an incidence of a woman fishing with her husband could be
interpreted as a lack of alternative options to do otherwise.
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economic networks and opportunities for those young enough to avail them. For those
without the benefit of youth and who have been residing in the relative isolation of CLC for
most of their adult lives, connection to benefit from broader networks remains
opportunistic, be it opportunity through livelihoods support programs or higher fish prices
triggered by increased regional and international demand.
Alternative Livelihoods and National Policy Development

In mid-2007, a debate was quietly raging within the national policy development circles
about the intent and future directions of alternative livelihoods interventions within the
national MPA program. By this time, there was considerable evidence of the issues-inpractice around livelihoods change drawn from experience of the first two MPAs, and
debate about how best to learn from these. The national LMPA program was designed so
that the lessons learned from Nha Trang Bay and Cu Lao Cham MPA would be drawn upon in
the approach to “diversification of resource utilisation” and alternative income generation at
other MPA sites (Vietnam-Denmark DCE, 2005, p. 52).

A workshop held in Hanoi in June 2007 aimed to generate discussion of these issues at the
national level, and seek agreement on potential solutions among the main players involved.
The workshop was attended by many MPA and Department of Fisheries staff from the
provinces where MPAs were being established, as well as LMPA staff, and conservation NGO
representatives from IUCN and WWF. It captured well the confusion about how to respond
to the conflicting demands of biodiversity conservation and livelihoods security, and how
existing practice acted as a driver of future policy direction.
Alternative or Additional?

Cu Lao Cham’s livelihoods support program was intended to trial the concept of alternative
income generation (Management Board of Cham Islands MPA Project, 2006), and alternative
income generation was one of four main components of the Hon Mun pilot project (Ehler, et
al., 2005). However commitment to the implementation of the concept of alternative was
becoming difficult, as the existing evidence from practice to this time was suggesting it was
not possible. The inherent difficulty of attempting to implement full livelihood replacement
was evident in the policy debate at the time, with one LMPA Program manager attempting
to deny it was the intention of the LMPA program to implement alternative livelihoods:
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It’s not about alternative income generation as we cannot replace fishing…Should
not refer to alternative income generation as a result, should use the terms ‘diversify’
or support’.
Her comment was countered by a WWF employee who noted the lack of logic in the
manager’s assertion, as the “no take” requirements of the core protection zones require
fishers to stop fishing and change livelihood activities in order to function:
If the core zone stops people fishing and they have to change livelihood as a result,
then it is alternative income generation.
This exchange of views highlights some important realities of livelihoods interventions
around MPAs – that core zones do restrict fishing, and this restriction creates a livelihood
vacuum that needs to be addressed in order for the core zone to be “no take”. However
replacement of one livelihood with another is not achievable in the time frame of regulation
implementation. Participants in the workshop noted:

Existing livelihoods are better than new ones, as its very difficult to change to a new
occupation, easier to use an existing one.

This reality was reflected in the recommendations from this review, that assistance should
first target improvements to livelihood assets and enhancement of existing livelihoods,
before development of alternative or additional income generating activities should be
considered in future MPAs. Alternative income generation also carried its own sustainability
issues, as many of the AIG projects to date had also created increased impacts on the MPA.
AIG activities also needed to be sustainable in the longer term. The CLC MPA Director drew
attention to this fact that the fish sauce producers were already sourcing ca com (anchovy)
product from Hoi An as it was not locally available on the island, and that this could
adversely affect the long term viability of this activity, a comment that would prove to be a
forewarning of things to come.
Singing a Pretty Song (instead of Reporting the Truth)

This experience highlights how original project objectives can trap future interventions into a
cycle of trying to implement the unachievable. What can result is a blame game about who
said what and can lead to reduced accuracy of reporting of on-ground results, as
implementing agencies do not want to admit they have been unable to meet the objectives
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specified by higher authorities. Where the unachievable is included by donors adds an
overlying layer of politics to this already complicated situation, as the implementing national
agencies may not be in a position to speak out against the donors and question whether a
project is realistically achievable. The desire to avoid loss of face may also be great enough
to prevent them from admitting difficulties during the course of a project, thus flaws that
were built into projects during the early developmental phase remain unchallenged, and the
reality of what they achieve on the ground restricted to the knowledge of project staff.
These lessons learned risk being lost not only as projects reach completion and staff move
on to their next donor-funded deployment, but due to a culture of denial and inability to
turn knowledge of the realities of on-ground livelihoods experience into policy change. Such
a culture of change needs to be supported by both donors and national implementing
agencies, and to extend down to authorities at the provincial level.

Ecotourism and CLC
This section explores how the concept of ecotourism manifested around Cu Lao Cham MPA.
Ecotourism manifested as a concept in the training agendas of international agents, as well
as in the reality of community-based livelihoods. Ecotourism was a focal point of both
livelihoods and broader environmental management concerns around MPAs, as it
represented something of a hypothetical golden opportunity for communities nearby if they
could successfully capture its benefits.

In early 2007, the relationship between CLC livelihoods and tourism was developing, but still
in its infancy. There was much interest and lots of talk of grand plans. The CLC Joint Stock
Company planned to build a 70 bungalow resort on a beach adjacent to Bai Huong Village,
but there was little clarity about how such a high end development would benefit the local
people. Early in the tourist season, between 15 and 30 visitors a day were coming to CLC,
but many of the tourists that I observed had little interaction with local commerce. On many
occasions I watched tourists depart their boats and walk straight past the local market, as
there was nothing there for them to buy, or their guides did not encourage them to stop.
Although an English teaching program staffed by international volunteers was run to
increase the language skills of the local people, it was discontinued and as a result the
community lacked sufficient English language skills to interact with international tourists.
The community also lacked infrastructure such as public toilets to facilitate tourism, with the
village of Bai Huong also having a high number of households without private toilets, with
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resulting consequences on the beachfront area being used for toilet functions. A shortage of
the necessary skills and training limited the local people from entering tourism-related
business, and their local infrastructure limited tourists from staying longer on the island.
Environmental Impacts of Tourism

Ecotourism also represented an area for environmental concern; all along the Vietnam
coast, a coastal tourism boom was taking place, fuelled by strong domestic growth as well as
opening up of regional centres to better accommodate tourism. Beach front resorts were
springing up at unprecedented rates in many coastal tourism hotspots, such as Mui Ne in the
south, Phu Quoc Island in the Gulf of Thailand, and along the Danang coast in central
Vietnam. The coast road connecting Danang with Hoi An was one case in point. This road
opened up the white sand beach between Danang and Hoi An’s coastal resorts for one
almost continuous strip of coastal development, replacing the isolated fishing villages that
had previously dominated the landscape.

Such rapid tourism development would not be without its impacts on the local environment,
through direct physical impacts on-site and indirect impacts to the surrounding landscape,
and communities, who stood to lose access to beach frontage and face demands on local
water and other natural resources. Shaping planning interactions on coastal tourism was
theoretically possible through MPA authorities, and international agents sought to
encourage better tourism planning outcomes via education of regional MPA managers. In
2007, I joined several donor-funded training courses facilitated by the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) of the US Government and the national LMPA Authority
which focussed either directly or indirectly on tourism in MPAs. These live-in courses aimed
to remove regional managers from their day-to-day context and duties for at least a week,
to focus intensively on the course material39. The next part of this section looks at the
ecotourism training held in Danang in August 2007, how the participants interacted with the
concept, and how their interpretations differed from NOAA’s, the international agent in this
case.

39

The live-in component worked most effectively where the training participants were from a different town to
where the training was held, eg for the Phu Quoc training in April 2007 most of the participants lived on the
mainland so were forced to stay on-site. With the Danang training in August 2007 and the CLC management plan
training in October 2007, the majority of participants were able to travel home at night as they lived nearby, thus
some of the “lock-in” effect on concentration was lost.
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Danang Sustainable Tourism Training

The sustainable tourism course was run over eight days in a riverfront hotel in Danang, and
included a one day site visit to CLC to trial techniques in community surveying learned during
the course. The participants were from a range of government positions at the commune,
district and provincial government levels. The visioning exercise on day one illustrated the
range of ideas about what the future of CLC should look like. While some participants’
visions ranged toward the progressive featuring sustainable power generation through wind
turbines, solar power and natural materials in building construction, others were more
reflective of traditional tourism models, featuring resorts and casinos. Despite the seeming
far-fetched nature of these latter, the majority reflected the limitations facing CLC and the
need for planning to adequately address these.

A SWOT analysis on day two identified many of the limitations to sustainable tourism on CLC
at that time, including infrastructure, skills of local people, low investment from
government, travel limitations imposed by the border guard, and the weather. They also
emphasised the potential for tourism development to impact on natural resources. The
results of the visioning on day one and the SWOT analysis on day two illustrate that the
group had a high existing awareness of these extenuating circumstances, and/or a
willingness to absorb information about how to identify these provided through the training.
Either way, it illustrates that the government officers present at the training had a good
understanding of these concepts and were able to easily identify potential future problems
and solutions relatively easily. It points the way to an assumption that the problems in
implementing sustainable tourism lay above the officer level, at higher levels of power
within government.
Future Ecotourism Projects

The trainees were tasked with developing plans for potential ecotourism projects, based
upon their learning from the course and the site visit. Many of the projects proposed
showed the participants’ bias towards ideas that generated benefit. Almost all of the
projects were in areas outside of their proponents’ professional jurisdiction40. Several local
commune employees presented a project about diver-related impacts on the coral reef,

40

All apart from the one MPA employee (Mr Trinh) who was passionate about garbage management and
focussed his project proposal accordingly.
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which was ultimately justifying the imposition of diver-related user fees. Staff from the
provincial environment authority looked at how to increase the community’s responsibility
for environmental management. Many of the projects proposed redirected responsibility
away from their proponents and toward other agents, and often involved the collection of
revenue by the proponent as an outcome.

The proposal for recreational fishing zoning was one example of a proposal that focussed on
the extraction of new forms of benefit. The proposal was justified on the basis that “the
resource was rich in these areas”. This proposal came after seven days’ intensive training on
what sustainable tourism was, and represented an important reinterpretation of these
values; to these trainees, recreational fishing in the core zone was sustainable tourism.
While their proposal ticked a number of criteria in terms of involving local fishers, providing
additional livelihood opportunities, and developing the skills of local people in ecotourism, it
was ultimately geared to increasing revenue from tourists to the CLC MPA Authority, and at
the expense of marine conservation values.

There was a long-standing issue with the

collection of user fees from diving businesses to the MPA Authority which resulted from a
lack of appropriate power to implement the scheme. As a result, some staff from the MPA
Authority were keen to find alternative sources of tourism revenue that could be collected
more easily and immediately than the disputed diver fees.

There was an underlying suggestion, never expressly stated but often present in proposals
such as the one for recreational fishing zoning, that those who had the power within a
jurisdiction such as CLC MPA could write the rules around whatever activities they liked,
regardless of the sustainability of the outcome. This flexing of the muscles was inherent in
many management activities that demonstrated the power hierarchy between different
government agencies, and as much a function of demonstrating authority as it was of the
potential for benefit capture as a result of said authority.

The lead trainer from NOAA reflected this reality in her statement “The question is, is
sustainable tourism appropriate for CLC or not?” which emphasised that sustainable tourism
had to be supported by buy-in from decision makers in order to be viable. Her question was
a backhanded reference to the fact that without top down support from the decision makers
who determined the course of development, sustainable tourism would not stand a chance.
This was backed up by the concluding speech of the director of the CLC MPA, who stated
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that he hoped that information about the training would be disseminated via mass media so
that provincial leaders would know about the work. Driving change from the bottom-up,
through community development activities and training of district and local government
officers, would not guarantee influence on the overall direction of development in Vietnam,
as the locus of development power still resided firmly above with provincial leaders.

Institutional Ethnography of CLC MPA Management Plan
The development of the CLC MPA management plan becomes the focus of institutional
ethnography around various events I participated in in late 2007 that marked important
steps in its development. These events occurred in October and November of 2007,
commencing with a Man and Biosphere Reserve workshop in Hanoi, followed by travel to
Tam Ky, the provincial capital of Quang Nam province for a meeting between national and
provincial management heavyweights regarding the institutional connectivity required for
the management plan. The last event was the NOAA-facilitated training for development of
the CLC MPA management plan in Hoi An that was attended by CLC MPA Authority staff, as
well as officers from relevant regional and local government agencies that would need to
collaborate with the management plan’s development and operations. My participation in
each of these events enabled me to observe how different actors in the MPA policy
development sphere, from the national to the local, interacted at different sites to promote
their various priorities within the MPA management plan development framework. The
management plan’s development becomes a locus for exploration of all of the management
themes of significance to my research, and how they interact through the development of
management frameworks.

Learning Laboratory Meeting, Hanoi
Through my involvement with IUCN Hanoi I received an invitation to a Man and Biosphere
Learning Laboratory Project meeting at the Hanoi University of Education. There was a
proposal at the time for Hoi An and CLC to be linked as a Man and Biosphere Reserve under
the UNESCO World Heritage system, combining natural and cultural heritage. Various
officials from Hoi An District attended the meeting including the director of the Hoi An
District People’s Committee. He stated that there were three levels of responsibility for CLC
MPA; Quang Nam province, Hoi An district, and the military through the border guard, and
that a clear decision for establishing the management plan was required from the province.

216

The province in turn would assign responsibility to the commune to implement the
management plan’s development. Thus the province and commune levels of government
were equally implicated in its development, one as the activating authority and the other as
the implementing authority.

The issue of responsibility was an important one for several reasons. Management action
would not occur at lower levels of government without top down orders being issued, thus
new management initiatives had to be initiated from the appropriate level of government
for the correct process to occur. This had been an issue with the development of Hon Mun
MPA, as would be discussed in detail at the Tam Ky meeting, so there was a lot of focus at
this time on ensuring that the process started correctly by activating the appropriate
channels of power.

The importance of protecting biodiversity without restricting economic development was
emphasised at this meeting, and the involvement of stakeholders as “they were the ones to
benefit from biodiversity so should be involved”. The role of the military as a potential
supporter or blocker of new directions in management was noted, which emphasised the
importance of their involvement as a stakeholder in the process. The biggest issues
identified to implementation of the process were funding followed by capacity building,
which was verified by one district representative’s observation that provincial staff, while
responsible for overall coordination, were not experienced in project management. These
early stage observations act as flags to the bigger issues that would be emphasised in later
meetings.

Meeting at Quang Nam Provincial People’s Committee (PPC) Office
The meeting held at The Quang Nam PPC marked a definitive moment in a more
coordinated approach to MPA management plan development. The meeting was attended
by representatives of the CLC MPA Authority, the national LMPA Authority, key members of
the national Institute for Fisheries Economics and Planning (VIFEP), the CLC Commune and
Womens Union, officials from the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, and senior
officials from Quang Nam province. All of the top brass in MPA management planning in
Vietnam was called to attend this meeting and construct a united path forward to
development of the CLC MPA management plan, and thus avoid the mistakes of the past.
The order of speakers and their deference to each other was a case in point study of the
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power relationships between different parts of regional government, and how while
everyone in the room had a voice, some voices were clearly more important than others.

The Vice Chair of Quang Nam province commenced the meeting by emphasising that the
province wanted Hanoi’s assistance with the development of the management plan, as “CLC
would be the centre of the future biosphere reserve, therefore the management plan was
very important”. It was also noted that the province had taken responsibility for CLC MPA
12 months’ previously, but had not yet developed a management plan.

The VIFEP representative gave an overview of past issues with MPAs in and outside of
Vietnam, noting that the most significant were alternative livelihoods, weak institutions and
cooperation, and lack of management plans. He suggested that improvements could be
achieved by seeking agreement between stakeholders, improving livelihoods and
encouraging local people to participate in the MPA’s management. He noted that it was
important that the management plan be approved by the province, so that investors would
also follow it within the course of development. He specified that site plans for MPAs should
fit in with national and regional plans for MPAs in Vietnam; such a nested system would
ensure that each level of planning related to the other, but it would also ensure that the
plans from lower levels of government had to fit with those made by higher authorities. He
also noted that it was to be an open plan, not closed, and thus flexible enough to
accommodate changes in development. This sounded like a reassurance to the province
from the national level that while the plan should control development, it could also flex to
permit development where desired.
Livelihoods

The vice-director of the district People’s Committee recognised the importance of the fish
sauce livelihood training to date, and of the need to include support for alternative
livelihoods and community development in the management plan. The commune vicedirector requested that greater support be given for fish sauce and dried fish livelihoods
through the credit scheme proposed by the LMPA program. He also emphasised the
importance of bottom up management and needing to involve the community, as “the local
people understand about the local area so should let them participate”. He emphasised the
benefits of training provision to local people as “should take care of training for local people
now so they are capable of taking care of the MPA later”. His voice was largely alone in

218

advocating the involvement of local people in the process, even if only as recipients of
training rather than as stakeholders in the management planning process. This is an
important point as all other participants in the meeting described stakeholders as
representatives of different government agencies, and the issues with their involvement
being around the structure for their collaboration. While the local people of CLC were most
likely to be affected by the management plan’s implementation, they were largely invisible
within the stakeholder framework being developed at the meeting.
Institutional Collaboration

The meeting involved reporting by each main agency representative against the ideas of
how to structure the process and how they perceived their involvement. Most responses
were deferential to the government hierarchy present in the room. The Provincial People’s
Committee (PPC) representative agreed that the management plan should be made, as it
would be a tool for future management. The Border Guard representative noted that all
involved must follow the guidelines from central government. The vice-director of the
Department of Fisheries agreed with the model proposed by the VIFEP representative, and
that the expert group should be owned by the PPC.

The director of the LMPA program suggested that stakeholders should have to give written
input to the plan so that it will have buy-in and approval. She stated that two working groups
were needed as one would directly advise the PPC about development and approval of the
plan. The other would enable the participation of different regional stakeholders in the
plan’s development across the jurisdictional boundaries within the provincial level of
government. What she was suggesting represented quite a challenge as the traditional
management structure was not used to accommodating horizontal collaboration.

The vice-director of CLC MPA Authority noted that the funding and the membership of the
expert group for the management plan’s development would be by the LMPA program. His
comments act as a reminder that those in control of the funding are often those who get to
determine who participates and who does not. So the national MPA authority would decide
who was best suited to develop the management plan for application at the regional level.

In concluded the meeting, the vice-chair of the PPC noted that different departments
developing plans in isolation from each other was the old way of Vietnam, and that it was
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necessary to adopt a new way through adaptive management. He declared that the expert
group would draft the plan, and would include staff of the MPA and LMPA programs and
international experts. He noted that a steering committee would be established by the PPC
to support the expert group. He advised that this group would do everything including
facilitation of community involvement, so the director of the CLC MPA Authority should
consider carefully who should be a member of the steering committee. Thus the framework
was set for the inclusion of all relevant stakeholders within the jurisdiction of provincial
government, and with appropriate control by both the national and provincial authorities.
Even the community had a small presence in the framework as the responsibility of the
expert group to consider.

One of the overriding drivers for the management plan’s development was noted by one of
the provincial representatives, who stated that the management plan was needed as it was
difficult to get external support for CLC. In other words, the management plan was the ticket
to financial support from external sources who were otherwise reluctant to fund NRM
interventions using the disconnected “old way” of doing things in Vietnam. Donors wanted
to see integrated and adaptive management through transparent planning frameworks, not
fragmented planning by separate ministry agencies, disconnected from provincial
development processes. The “new way” of doing management planning would also permit
better tracking of progress towards the achievement of goals, and possibly create better
accountability for how funding was spent. Whether this would in fact eventuate or just
create new hurdles to be overcome remained to be seen, but in the short term it would
increase donor confidence – an important achievement when a new World Heritage project
was about to arrive in town.

Management Plan Training, Hoi An
Participants at the Tam Ky meeting recognised that training was needed in management
plan development as little capacity existed in this area among the people to be involved. The
course held in Hoi An in October 2007 included officers from both provincial and district
government agencies, including Hoi An district staff in economic development, natural
resources, and forest protection; the border guard, Quang Nam province staff from tourism,
planning and investment, and river navigation; and Tan Hiep commune. The overall goals of
the training were to develop a framework for the management plan, and an action plan for
its development in 2008, and implementation in 2009. Only 3 or 4 of the participants of this
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training activity had attended the Danang training in sustainable tourism, and much of the
course material was new to the participants as a consequence.

It was stated at the commencement of the training that no-one wanted to repeat the
mistakes of Nha Trang Bay MPA, that it was important to establish relationships with
stakeholders at the outset and get them involved with the planning process. They noted that
this was one of the significant issues with the Vinpearl development at that location. The
mood was not anti-development however, with a LMPA program staff member stating that
they wanted the plan to uphold capacity for economic development. The director of the CLC
MPA Authority noted that they wished to avoid unforseen cross-cutting issues with other
departments by adopting this provincial approach to management planning. He cited the
example of water quality problems resulting from lobster culture in the vicinity of Nha Trang
Bay MPA as an example of the kind of environmental issue they hoped to avoid through this
multi-stakeholder approach.

The experience with the Nha Trang Bay MPA management plan was reviewed again for the
benefit of newcomers to the MPA management landscape. This plan was developed in
consultation with relevant stakeholders but this consultation was not formal and did not
command respect as a result. Over time, attendance of officers at meetings changed, and a
lack of awareness of the history of its development resulted in its rejection by the PPC. The
LMPA program had made considerable changes to the plan development process as a
consequence of this experience, with participants ordered to attend by agency directors so
that line responsibilities are activated as required to guarantee contribution to the process
and commitment to its outcomes. This framework represented a suitable Vietnamese
adaptation of the western notion of collaborative NRM, one that enabled horizontal
collaboration between agencies at the provincial and district levels, but implemented
through the top down authority of their respective agencies.

The rapid pace of development in the region was also noted as a significant influence to be
considered during this process, and as the majority of this growth was taking place in
lowland areas, it would inevitably impact the coastal zone. Over half of the province has
poor soil and water, so the majority of this increased economic development would occur in
the coastal zone by default. The senior trainer from NOAA asked if it were possible to have
economic development that considered conservation goals at CLC, and was informed that
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the economic master plan for the province was not specific to CLC. A master plan for
provincial tourism existed but only referred to tourism at Hoi An, not CLC. A master plan for
CLC had been drafted but not finalised, I was informed that the reason being that no-one
was willing to sign off on this plan. As was also the case with the Nha Trang Bay MPA, this
experience highlights the importance of provincial leadership in the approval of planning
documents and instruments.

When another NOAA trainer asked whether it was possible to get integration between the
provincial development plan and CLC, he was informed that there would be discussion with
CLC management board before development of the master plan so that there could not be
any conflict. This shows how one process is definitely subservient to the other in terms of
priority, and that these priorities are also in alignment with the hierarchy of authority within
the province.
Livelihoods

The lead NOAA trainer warned against using alternative livelihoods as the main
management solution, and that they should not be the main focus of the management plan.
She also reminded the participants that new livelihoods could be of equal or greater impact
to the original fishing activity, which was particularly the case with tourism. One of the
provincial government representatives responded that livelihoods were an important issue
for the provincial government as they have the responsibility to take care of local people.
The trainer reassured him that livelihoods were seen as important, but that alternative
livelihood projects should not compromise the availability of resources for future
generations. This exchange highlights the difference in perspective between the provincial
management authorities, with their focus on livelihoods development today, and the
external agents of change, with their focus on long term livelihood and resource
sustainability.
Ecotourism Planning

Much of the discussion around livelihoods development at this workshop focussed on
ecotourism. It was revealed that the chair of the province had a vision for CLC to become a
special place for tourism. A tourism training program targeting 30-40 young people was
planned to accommodate the growing interest among the youth of CLC for non-fishing based
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livelihoods. The lead NOAA trainer again warned against putting all eggs in the tourism
basket, as tourism had already caused massive impacts on the Vietnam coast. It was noted
that the MPA could only effectively manage tourism impacts if they were able to be
considered ahead of time. One of the training groups expressed confusion around whether
making CLC a centre for tourism was in conflict with biodiversity conservation objectives. It
was reiterated that the main purpose of the MPA is to protect biodiversity conservation. The
size of the group’s proposed development suggests that it would have been in conflict with
these values and objectives. The NOAA trainer noted that the trade-off between tourism and
conservation would occur regardless, it was a question of how it would occur – and that
choices needed to be made around how much impact on target resources was acceptable.
Targets and Indicators

While the staff participating in the training had sufficient technical skill to identify potential
problems, their abilities in setting meaningful management goals and indicators was
somewhat different. This reflects the general difference in management approach between
Vietnam government agencies and donor expectations around setting targets and indicators
in management planning. Many of the first attempts to establish targets were completely
unrealistic, for example one group set the target that 100% of local people participate in
garbage collection. A basic review of the prior experience with garbage management on CLC
would suggest that this was not realistic, however there was a strong prevalence of such pie
in the sky targets – targets that were meant to sound positive and as thought a high success
rate was 100% achievable. Anyone familiar with Vietnam government targets would
recognise that they are often scripted in favour of significant and impressive positive
achievements. However this style of reporting was the polar opposite of what the facilitators
were trying to achieve through this workshop.

Many of the targets also reflected a lack of awareness of what was realistically achievable.
For example, one group suggested a target of 20% reduction in fishing boats, another
suggested 120% increase in seagrass cover, and a third suggested that 50% of the people
catching land crab would change occupation. The latter group suggested this would be
achieved by controlling the amount of crab caught, that they would not permit more than
100 to be caught per night. These suggestions, while well intended, reflect little
understanding of the limitations on CLC for both management action and the local people. It
also suggested that the staff involved had little prior experience in reporting against work
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objectives and outcomes in such a linear fashion. For all intents and purposes, it appears
that this proposed management system was foreign to the Vietnam context.

CLC Community Survey, December 2007
In the closing days of my field work, I was able to make one last trip to CLC to join with a
long overdue community survey by MPA staff. The survey was intended to be undertaken in
October but the typhoon season had locked down vessel traffic for several months. When
the bad weather finally broke, MPA staff headed to CLC to ask the community for input on a
range of issues. An informant confided with me that the commune staff had disagreed with
the utility of this survey, as there was more important work to be undertaken on the MPA at
that time. These staff were unwilling to generate conflict by voicing their concerns to the
MPA Authority, and simply organised it as instructed. This illustrates the top down
management culture in action – that to speak out could be limiting in some future aspect, a
risk that most are not willing to take.

Participants were paid around 80,000 VND for their participation with the activity, and some
of their behaviours around the activity suggested some were only attending for the money.
While the majority of participants at Bai Huong village seemed genuinely involved, those
from Bai Lang village were less so. When formulating a response, one group of participants
were overheard to say that the answer was not important as it was “just a game”. Were they
simply attending to collect the fee paid by the MPA for their participation, or did they
believe that engaging with the MPA’s consultative activities was not meaningful? Were they
simply giving what they perceived to be the desired answers, as a consequence of being
trained in participation through their ongoing involvement with the MPA? Either way, their
comments reflected a cynical attitude towards involvement with the MPA, and their answers
to the consultation may have reflected this.

Postscript: Summer 2010
In 2010 I returned to Cu Lao Cham to visit the fish sauce producers and find out how their
livelihoods had changed in the previous three years41. My journey started in Hanoi, where I
met CLC MPA staff and had my first inkling of the degree of change that had occurred in my
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My field work time during this research trip was shortened by time and health restrictions, and I was not able
to undertake additional field work at MCDs field site as a result. For that reason, I was not able to collect detailed
data on economic impact of this tourism expansion from the household level.
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absence. I travelled south to Da Nang armed with stories of hordes of tourists descending on
the islands every weekend during summer. Could it really be true that so much had changed,
had the world finally come to Cu Lao Cham? In 2007 MPA staff and practitioners including
myself were in agreement that the islands had considerable potential as a tourism
destination, and the Vietnamese middle class were already expressing their interest in
tourism along the adjacent coast. The development of the coastal road from Da Nang to Hoi
An in 2006 had awakened (or relocated) the sleepy fishing villages along this coastline, and
the road was soon followed by resorts, casinos, upmarket seafood restaurants, and private
villa developments. The beginnings of this coastal strip development were evident in 2007,
however it had not yet spread to the adjacent islands and many people associated with the
MPA were of the belief that CLC’s limitations like lack of electricity, water, and
accommodation would continue to constrain tourism development there for some time.

Figure 11: Danang’s coastal transition from coastal villages to luxury villas, June 2010

On arrival at Tan Hiep, I found the tales from Hanoi to be true. The conventional tourism
boom had commenced in the summer of 2008 and tourist numbers had continued to
increase ever since. Not only did tourists come in the height of summer when boat transport
to the islands was made simple by calm seas, but they were also coming during the typhoon
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season when storms can roll in quickly and render the sea crossing between the islands and
the mainland impassable. It appeared that Cu Lao Cham’s natural charm as a sleepy fishing
village with palm-fringed beaches had finally found its appeal in the Vietnamese middle
class’s tourism aspirations. This tourism was not particularly community- or eco-focussed, it
simply involved Vietnamese people coming however they could to spend time by the sea
enjoying swimming, seafood, beer drinking and whatever other recreational opportunity
presented itself.

Tourism and Local Livelihoods
The tourism boom was now the driving force behind the most obvious change in the local
livelihood landscape. No further support was given by the MPA Authority to the fish sauce or
dried fish activities after 2007, however several new alternative activities were introduced,
including vegetable growing and biogas. Those households who had engaged in vegetable
production were however worried about flooding the local market if too many local people
joined with this activity, and some did not continue with it for this reason. The most
significant change was the development of the home stay program by joint effort of the CLC
MPA Authority and national LMPA program, which was intended to capture greater benefit
from the increase in tourist visitation and to address the shortfall in tourist accommodation
on the island.

The MPA Authority’s home stay program was implemented at Bai Lang and Bai Huong
villages, and its operation was supported by the Authority by directing customers to these
home stays. Private home stays also developed in Bai Lang village, some copying the MPA
home stay method, and some developing organically in response to the increase in tourists
to the island. The Bai Lang home stays benefited from their location near the wharf where
tourist boats arrive, with some home stay operators actively recruiting tourists at the wharf.
The Bai Huong home stays were also supported by the MPA Authority as consultants and
volunteer teachers seeking accommodation were sent to this village. However Bai Huong
still lacked a connection to the tourist trade associated with the western end of the island,
and few if any tourists were able to access the village as no tour companies visit there.

In 2007 local people from Bai Huong suggested that construction of a pier would lead to an
increase in tourism to their village. Since that time, a pier was built but this made no
difference to tourist visitation due to the lack of connection with organized tours. Bai Huong
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village was also provided with solar power generation facilities in early 2010, providing the
village with solar power during the day and the original generator power supply at night.
While the arrival of continuous electricity might seem like a significant change and Bai
Huong villagers now have television all day and can cook with electricity, it has had no
livelihood impact and villagers still depend on getting income from the sea. One villager
noted that she could not do a restaurant as not enough tourists come to Bai Huong. In Bai
Lang village where the tourists boats arrive to CLC, there was no information or signage
visible to state that home stay accommodation was available in Bai Huong village – to the
incoming visitor, Bai Huong was invisible.

The LMPA Program was supporting several new initiatives to help develop tourism at Bai
Huong village at this time. They funded the construction of a local office which would act as
a point of contact for visitors to the village, as well as a base for the community patrol group.
They planned to fund appropriate signage in Bai Lang and Bai Huong so tourists could
identify Bai Huong as a tourism destination. They were encouraging fishers to change use of
their boats from fishing to tourism so they could transport tourists between villages.
However the villagers I spoke with were not happy with this idea as they say they were able
to get a stable income from fishing whereas income from tourism is only seasonal. The LMPA
Program was also developing three eco-tours in Bai Huong, so that they would have secured
the development of accommodation, transport and tourist attractions in this village, and
thus the flow of tourists and the necessary mechanisms for keeping them there for long
enough to spend money. However they faced another obstacle in closing this tourism
development loop – the end of LMPA as a donor-funded program in mid-2011. They had less
than one year to achieve a considerable workload, less if their contract-employed staff
moved on to new positions before the end of the program. The LMPA staff I spoke with were
doubtful of their ability to achieve this work programme in the time remaining.

Changes in Fishing Livelihoods
When I departed CLC in December 2007 it was at the completion of a very successful year
for the fish sauce production trainees. When I returned in June 2010 not one of them was
still manufacturing fish sauce, despite all the training, group facilitation, and even the
microcredit program. What happened? Every producer I spoke with in 2010 replied with the
same answer: “no fish to do (fish sauce with)”. Some former fish sauce producers lamented
they wished they had made more fish sauce in the past when product was available cheaply
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as they made good profit from this activity. A combination of factors appeared to be at work
against fish sauce production - the fish for fish sauce were no longer as readily available, and
the price was so high that there was no longer a profit to be made from fish sauce
production. Representatives from the Department of Fisheries in Hanoi assured me that the
lack of fish for fish sauce was a result of natural variation in the abundance of this species42,
however some of the fishers on CLC were not optimistic that the fish for fish sauce would
return.

Some of the original dried fish trainees were still producing dried fish, and were benefitting
from the increased tourism to boost sales. The increase in tourism to CLC had also
encouraged new dried fish producers to emerge, but the increase in the number of
producers was making it difficult to buy fish on CLC to make fresh product. As a result, some
dried fish sellers were re-selling product purchased on the mainland. Others were learning
to differentiate their product by expanding their product range to include squid and fish, and
focussing on the freshness of their product when selling to tourists. One seller noted that
none of the current dried fish producers were procuring their fish product through their own
household’s fishing activities; she stated that the local fishers only focussed on the capture
of large fish for onward sale, not the smaller fish used for dried fish production.

Other households reported decreases in the availability of fish – one household in Bai Lang
village reported that profit from long lining had reduced as there were fewer fish to catch,
and that some fishers had changed job to drive moto taxis or not work at all due to the
extent of this reduced profit. When I asked if it were possible to change to another fishing
gear instead of long lining, the informant said no, that it was not easy to catch fish now
regardless of the gear type used. One of the more entrepreneurial fish sauce producers was
now buying fish at sea to sell in the markets on CLC to meet the local demand for fish,
including fish for dried fish. This seller noted that in general, there were less fish available for
dried fish, and that the fish she had sold in the market that day were only 50% of their full
size.

42

Anchovies are known for their large recruitment and short life cycle, with large numbers of fish resulting from
one recruitment event and the entire cohort living for only a few years. Knowledge of this life cycle makes the
assumption by the department’s staff plausible, however I was not aware that this had been proven through any
independent testing such as an egg production model analysis, and in the absence of concrete evidence, this
explanation may have been wishful thinking on their part.
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Impacts of Tourism Expansion
The increase in tourism on CLC has resulted in accompanying increased demand for seafood
products. On Bai Ong beach where formerly a temporary shack served drinks to the
occasional tourist, a series of restaurants had been established to serve the hundreds of
visitors that now visited this beach at the height of summer. These restaurants provided new
business opportunities for those operating them, new labour opportunities for local people
to work as cooks, waiters, beer carriers, and new markets for fishers to target their products
to locally. In Vietnam, beer drinking is commonly accompanied by the consumption of grilled
shellfish, and it appeared that some of the local diving fishers were benefitting from
increased local demand through direct orders for oc nong (shellfish) made by mobile phone
from the beachfront seafood restaurants to the fishing households. Such direct linkage
between fishers, seafood restaurants and large numbers of locally occurring consumers does
raise potential sustainability issues, depending on the consumers’ demands and their own
desire to respect the MPA and consume seafood sustainably. This is largely beyond the
control of any one MPA and points to the need for greater public awareness about the need
to abide by local conservation efforts.

The need for tourist education about sustainable seafood consumption and protection of
local ecosystems is of national significance as domestic tourists to Cu Lao Cham now travel
from either end of the country to enjoy the island’s beaches and seafood; no longer is the
island just a weekend getaway for a few residents of nearby Danang. Given the rapid
emergence and recent expansion of the Vietnamese middle class, the threat their demands
for seafood consumption could pose on local fish stock sustainability is real. In 2010 one
MPA Authority employee quoted visitor numbers as high as 35,000 per year; even with the
hundreds of visitors per day that I witnessed, the potential impact of all those tourists’ eager
consumption of local seafood is significant. Tourists to CLC are also now able to stay for
longer time periods thus increasing their potential seafood consumption. Where previously
tourists only visited for the day and their visit to the island was carefully documented by the
Border Guard, now it is easy for all tourists to stay in one of the many private home stay
operations, and both domestic and foreign tourists can move freely between Cu Lao Cham
and the mainland without registration with the authorities.
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Increasing Impacts of Non-Local Fishermen
Impacts from non-local people are not limited only to those from tourists, however. Many
local fishers reported increased competition over their local fishing grounds from non-local
fishers from neighbouring provinces. Such competition was evident during field work in
2007 however this issue seemed to have escalated in significance since then, particularly
around diving fishing. In 2007, local fishers suffered competition interference from non-local
fishers, particularly from the gia cao or trawling fishers whose fishing method was
particularly destructive. The gia cao trawlers were banned from fishing in the MPA area by
the end of 2007, and the local people were happy that the MPA could provide them benefit
through protection of their fishing livelihoods.

In 2010, there was increasing competition between local and non-local diving fishers, many
of whom travel from one particular fishing town in the south of Quang Nam Province. These
outside fishers were among the first in the region to learn the techniques of diving fishing,
and the CLC fishers reported that the outsider fishers have to travel to other fishing grounds
as their own are already depleted. I was informed by a local fisheries representative that
these fishers have a long history of fishing in the CLC area and will travel far from their home
port in order to fish in different areas, and that they have to move from one fishing area to
another as their method of fishing is very extractive and they ‘fish out’ one site and move on
to another.

Local fishers from CLC stated that they are often powerless to challenge the non-local fishers
as they are often outnumbered by them; they reported that in mid-2010 there could be up
to 25 outsiders’ vessels undertaking illegal diving fishing at one time. Fishing inside the core
zone is also being undertaken by these non-local fishers who dive under the cover of
darkness, commencing their fishing outside the core zone and swim into it underwater so as
to avoid detection by the MPA Authority’s patrol team.

Although there were some

management interventions that went part-way to addressing this problem, there did not
seem to be a lot of hope among the local people about resolving this situation.

A community patrol team was established at Bai Huong village in 2009 to inform the MPA
Authority patrol team of illegal fishing activities near this village and thus hopefully activate
a more rapid response from the patrol team. This was developed in response to a longstanding call for more MPA enforcement in the vicinity of Bai Huong village, which is located
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some distance from the MPA’s headquarters at the other end of the island. The community
patrol team were not empowered to act on behalf of the MPA and thus commanded no
authority of their own to deter outside fishers. In a country with an authoritarian
management culture and tradition of local resistance to regulation, creating effective
community enforcement around high value aquatic resources such as lobster and shellfish
targeted by diving fishers remains problematic if local enforcers are not formally
empowered.

One CLC MPA manager lamented to me about the difficulty of managing a site where
improved management through the MPA has improved fishing yields, and resulted in
increased visitation from outside fishers who have heard that fishing is better in this area. It
could also be interpreted that in this situation fishers are travelling from areas of resource
depletion to areas of greater resource abundance, that the MPA is forming an island of
greater resource availability in a sea of unrestricted fishing effort. It also follows that this
situation is not sustainable, as such greater resource abundance cannot last long in the face
of high fishing pressure from an abundance of non-local fishers known for the intensity of
their fishing activities. Thus the MPA’s status as an effective localized fishery management
tool can only be sustained with large inputs of enforcement to keep external influences at
bay. Without this, it risks becoming just as overexploited as every area of unregulated
inshore fishing along the Vietnam coast.

Conclusions
The return to Cu Lao Cham in 2010 showed that the growth of more successful livelihoods
activities of 2007 had been stifled by issues of local fish supply, that there are now less fish
available than in the past, and that the price of fish is higher, reducing the profit margin from
fish sauce production to an unacceptably low level. Local fishers are now competing with
more non-local fishers who use efficient fishing methods like diving fishing, and who do so
within the core zone. Increased competition for inshore fisheries access appears to be
impacting more heavily on MPAs like CLC as inshore fishers in Vietnam are forced to
compete for a nationally declining resource, a situation which can only lead to greater
impacts on MPAs from illegal fishing activities in the future. Until the issues of stock
depletion and overfishing in Vietnam’s inshore coastal fishery are addressed at a national
level, MPAs will continue to face significant challenges from this largely unregulated fishing
sector, despite the best of intentions of local fishers to abide by MPA regulations.
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External drivers such as tourism are now the dominant influence on livelihoods change on
CLC and the livelihoods support activities through the MPA are in a race to keep up with
them. The Vietnamese middle class is demonstrating an appreciation for natural seaside
landscapes en-masse and to ignore their potential impact on local seafood would be at the
peril of MPA conservation values. While sustainable tourism development was desired by all
authorities involved with CLC, not all villages are connected to the benefits from tourism.
Assistance will continue to be required for Bai Huong village to be able to develop into
anything more than a completely fishing dependent community.

At this site, the institutional ethnography approach to the research has shown how MPA
policy commences development at the national scale, where international donors and
national agency representatives negotiate for their preferred policy outcomes. The national
government representatives then translate their preferred approach through interactions
with provincial government agents, who are responsible for the regional interpretation and
delivery of MPA outcomes. The provincial authorities must be seen to be following the lead
of the national authorities through their interpretation of national policy at the local level,
but still hold significant power in how these are implemented on the ground. What is seen
on the ground at an MPA site is a compromise between top-down requirements from the
national level and effects of local actors and processes, many of which occur through
regional government.

Many of the original approaches to MPAs are drawn from donor-funded phases of MPA
projects that contain quite prescriptive lists of outputs and deliverables in their project
plans, CLC being no exception to this. The livelihood activities I observed in 2007 were the
result of a commitment to implement alternative livelihoods in the project phase of CLC
MPA, which was commenced in mid-2006 at the end of the project phase and was still being
implemented once the MPA had shifted to provincial management. The prescriptive
approaches to project management inherent in donor-funded projects are meant to restrict
the amount of deviation permitted through project implementation, however they also
restrict adaptation. In the case of alternative livelihoods, they were commenced as a
component of the donor funded project and their implementation continued on after the
project phase, leaving local MPA staff with less of the donor support and more of the angst
associated with implementing a difficult approach to local resource management. The
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debate around how to implement alternative livelihoods continued long after their
prescription in donor funded projects, and forced the LMPA Authority to defend the logic of
their implementation in 2007 even though they had inherited the approach from past
project approaches. Regional MPA staff had the least choice about how project activities
were implemented, as they took their orders from within authoritarian local government
management hierarchies that allowed little opportunity for debate of project approaches.

Participatory NRM approaches at CLC MPA operated at the community level, but while these
were designed to increase community ownership of local resource management, they did
not involve any formal power sharing. A glass ceiling appeared to operate between the
community level of interaction with MPA management, and formal MPA management
mechanisms at the district and provincial government levels. Despite the limitations of this
participation, it still built better relationships between local people and their local
environment. The establishment of environmental values among local people is still in its
infancy, and these steps are small but promising as they create a foundation for more
relationship building in this area in years to come. As Ribot (2002) notes, the
decentralisation experiment is just beginning, and needs time for people to understand and
invest in it, and for decentralisation discourse to be translated into law and practice.

This case study shows how models for MPA interventions are drawn from many
international influences and sources, through donor funded projects, training courses, and
the promise of funding to preferred approaches, those most favoured by donors and likely
to be rewarded by funding. These models and policy approaches are then translated through
their application at the regional and local levels. Local contextual factors change the form of
these models through the process of translation. The process of translation also emphasises
issues inherent within model approaches, as local factors may form obstacles to their
implementation in the way that local limits to livelihoods change did at this site. Where this
occurs, it emphasises the need for better refinement of model approaches prior to
implementation and translation at the local level.
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CHAPTER 7
COMMON GROUND AROUND MPA CO-MANAGEMENT

Introduction
The two previous chapters have presented case study material from several sites of MPA
policy and practice in Vietnam, from regional to national contexts. In this chapter, I revisit
each of the principal research questions examined in this thesis in light of the case studies
presented in chapters 5 and 6 in order to analyse the experiences and lessons learned from
each case study. The thesis commenced with the following research questions:

How MPA projects work:
•

What are the socio-political influences on MPA management and how do these affect
the achievement of biodiversity conservation and sustainable resource management
objectives? How do the institutions of MPA development play out at different scales,
from the local to the national? What is the influence of different government, nongovernment and international actors at these different scales? How do the processes of
international development interact with MPAs in the context of Vietnam?

How participation works:
•

How does co-management of aquatic natural resources work in Vietnam given its
centralized, authoritarian mode of government and the flow-on effects of this on natural
resource governance? How are the universalistic co-management practices developed
and promoted by international actors from the west/global north translated within the
context of Vietnam?
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How livelihoods change:
•

How do MPAs in Vietnam affect and address existing livelihoods of local people within
and around the protected area? How do alternative livelihoods programs operate, are
they successful or adequate? Do they replace or only supplement existing livelihoods?
What assumptions are evident within livelihood programs about local people’s
adaptation to livelihood change in the face of restricted access?

In this chapter the questions are discussed in order of their scale-impact, commencing with
the livelihoods question that draws on the majority of results from the local scale, then
presenting the co-management question as it incorporates more of the multi-scale process
interactions, and moving on to the MPA project question as the overarching focus of the
institutional ethnography.

The livelihoods question looks at how livelihoods change within MPA projects, and explores
the issues around livelihood alternatives across both sites, examining the limitations on
livelihoods, the case of tourism, and the influence of regulation and enforcement. The
reasons why alternative livelihoods are implemented are considered, as well as the impact
of broader influences on aquatic livelihoods in the coastal zone. In examining how
participation works, the key question of the strengths and limitations of community based
and co-management approaches is considered in relation to the research results within this
thesis. The role of benefits as a motivator to participation is explored, and the hindrances to
co-management are discussed in relation to the current power alignment between different
levels of regional government. The project question unpacks the influences within projects,
on projects, and issues with governance structures around projects. The agrarian/aquarian
transitions themes around environmental regulation, livelihoods change and globalisation
impacts on fisheries are cross cutting through all of the research questions and are
addressed specifically through the lens of institutional ethnography and the research
question on how MPA projects work.

How do Livelihoods Change?
This section considers how the experiences on livelihoods change discussed in the previous
two chapters contribute to the broader debate around MPA development in Vietnam. The
difference in geography, local livelihoods, and institutional structure of the two MPA cases
makes a rich experience base to draw upon to construct broader observation about
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livelihoods change around MPAs. The issues inherent in these experiences may act as
warning flags for future MPA planners and managers when considering what is realistic or
indeed possible at all in terms of livelihood change around MPAs.

Alternative Livelihoods as Myth
The MPA and broader conservation literature often makes reference to the concept of
alternative livelihoods provision, wherein a resource-dependent livelihood is replaced by a
new one that does not depend on local resource depletion (World Bank, 2004). The
experiences discussed show that in practice, livelihoods are rarely completely replaced, and
that many households prefer to utilise multiple livelihood opportunities if they are available.
Experiences from both case study sites show that many coastal households have a
preference toward livelihood diversification. Often households have come into fisheriesbased livelihoods opportunistically, and many do not have a long history of the pursuit of
aquatic livelihoods as a result. Coastal livelihoods were often attractive because entry was
easy and profits were worthwhile, as is the case with the use of destructive fishing
techniques, or because they integrated well with agricultural livelihoods in alternate
seasons. The majority of people of Van Hung commune who took up lobster culture had
come from such a multi-livelihood strategy based around agriculture, not fishing. Similarly,
the pre-war inhabitants of CLC engaged with fishing in a very limited way, and only
expanded their fishing activities when new migrants to the island brought and demonstrated
new fishing techniques. These households had expanded into new livelihood opportunities
as they had become available over time. Thus households at both sites were predisposed to
combine new livelihood opportunities with existing ones, a trend which would work against
MPA project attempts to encourage fishing households to abandon fishing entirely. This
aligns with Salm et al (2006)’s statement that coastal people that subsist on coastal
resources will continue to do so with or without conservation.

The livelihoods activities I studied often did not directly target fishers; in the case of CLC it
targeted their wives on the basis that a transfer to more lucrative non-fishing related
occupations might take place over the longer term. However this approach ignored the
preference to multiple livelihood strategies described above – a factor that is likely to have
been known of by local MPA staff who would have seen it as obvious that keeping the
women busy would not stop the men from fishing. However they were “locked in” to certain
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project approaches, and the hierarchical nature of government agencies would have made it
difficult for staff to report critical feedback on these approaches if they had wanted to.

The development of livelihood support programs through MPAs provides another
opportunity for households to expand their existing livelihoods base while maintaining
fishing as a part of their household livelihood strategy. At CLC, the most successful
households involved with the livelihoods support projects were those with the foresight to
see how to combine their existing livelihoods with the livelihood options on offer to increase
their total household income. There was clear benefit to be gained from combining
livelihoods, households had historical experience in doing this and had little reason to do
anything different. This preference for multiple livelihoods works against assumptions that
alternative livelihoods can replace fishing around MPAs, as upheld in textbook approaches
to MPAs and MPA project frameworks.

These results have implications for livelihoods interventions containing assumptions about
the replacement of fishing. Where households saw an opportunity to meet a goal of their
own through participation in an alternative livelihood project, they did so. Many of the
households I spoke to on CLC were pursuing financial goals relating to their children’s
education, and the livelihoods programs available through the MPA sometimes fitted in with
the achievement of these goals as an additional household livelihood. The MPA was an
enabling factor in their pursuit of a new livelihood, but otherwise their decision making was
largely uninfluenced by it. They were motivated by their existing financial goals, or new goals
that were enabled by the adoption of an additional livelihood. The MPA’s goals for marine
conservation were otherwise alien to their own.

Where alternative livelihood activities did not compete with fishing-derived income, or
where profits were not sufficient, they were not continued. There could also be hidden costs
associated with additional livelihoods, unacceptably high interest rates being one such case.
This example also brought forth the ire of the community as they were expected to “pay” for
the MPA twice, first through decreased fishing income due to fishing restrictions and then
again through interest on loans. This raises a broader question of who pays the cost of
MPAs, and whether it is morally acceptable to force local communities to bear such a high
proportion of the costs of conservation. In a country such as Vietnam, autocratic
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government authorities may have no issue with imposing such costs on local people, despite
the intentions of donors to offset such costs through provision of credit in the first place.

All along the coastline of Vietnam, people are drawn to aquatic livelihoods because they
represent an area of opportunity in an otherwise livelihood-limited landscape, and it has
been observed that more people are being drawn to coastal areas to take advantage of
these opportunities (Raakjaer, et al., 2007). The majority of these people have limited
education, which limits their capacity to undertake complex livelihoods or risky investments.
Within this context, it is unrealistic to expect that they would forgo an obvious opportunity
for the sake of environmental values. Ideas around marine conservation are too removed
from the daily reality of these people’s lives, too new to be embedded in local culture, and
their financial goals are too aspirational for them to forego obvious economic opportunities.
This is particularly the case around fishing livelihoods where if they do not take the
opportunity, someone else probably will – as suggested by Boonstra and Bach-Dang (2010)
with regards to non-compliance with fisheries regulations in Vietnam. A perceived lack of
effectiveness in MPA enforcement serves to reinforce individuals’ decisions to break the
rules, particularly if benefits are being accrued by non-local fishers over locals. All these
factors add up to weigh against local people’s willingness to forego fishing-derived income.

Limited Reach of Livelihood Interventions
Research at both CLC and TRMR showed how the demand for new livelihoods outstripped
the supply that could be provided through livelihood interventions at these sites. In short,
there were more local people seeking additional livelihood opportunities than the project
interventions could provide. This also reflects on the relative lack of security provided by
these people’s existing livelihoods. Due to the precarious nature of lobster culture, MCD
staff were continually pressured to provide some kind of solution to the lobster livelihoods
crisis. This often resulted in the proposal of less-than-optimal alternative livelihoods because
their choices were limited by the geography of the village and education of local people. At
CLC, the island landscape meant that many new livelihood opportunities were limited by the
small size of the local population, local availability of supplies, as well as transport from the
island.
The new livelihoods development activities encountered through this research only targeted
a small proportion of the population. This is due to the limited scope of any one MPA
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intervention, but also because it is assumed that the surrounding community will observe
their success and be encouraged to observe and adopt these new activities. The assumption
that if alternative livelihoods are provided to a small number of people, a larger number of
adjacent community will witness their success and adopt them does not address limiting
factors such as the need for facilitation, access to credit, or regular training refresher
courses. These factors have a far greater influence on alternative livelihoods activities as
many local people are able to perceive these due to their experience in their community –
for example the women on CLC were aware that alternative livelihoods producing
vegetables for the local market would be limited if too many people joined in, because of
the small size of the local market.
The poor were also not necessarily included in the distribution of livelihood opportunities.
Households suffering the worst poverty often found that this factor excluded them from
consideration due to the limitations of their situation. On CLC, the poorest households could
not afford fishing gear, and thus were excluded from the livelihood support activities that
targeted fishing households. At MCD’s northern field site, the poorest households were
excluded from participation in the homestay program because their houses were not of a
sufficient standard to accommodate visitors. These examples show that the poor can be
excluded either by internal targeting processes (because they do not meet the initial
selection criteria) or due to resource limitations upon their households. Either way, it raises
an ethical question relating to who benefits and who is excluded from benefits as the result
of MPA interventions.
All these examples show how many limitations work against the provision of alternative
livelihoods within any given community, and that MPA projects either did not or could not
address these limitations. Alternative livelihoods are not immune to the limitations that also
affect broader coastal livelihoods as recognized by Thuy and Symington (2007) in Vietnam,
and render the achievement of any alternative to fishing-related livelihoods difficult if not
impossible to achieve.

Tourism
The case of tourism deserves particular mention as an alternative livelihood option due to its
popularity as a potential livelihood for coastal communities and because of the difficulty of
enabling access to income opportunities from it to local people. In the literature on MPA
practice, a lot of hope is pinned upon tourism creating new livelihood opportunities for
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coastal people (e.g. Leisher et al. 2008, Jones et al. 2011) and the sites within my research
were no exception to this. However the context of Vietnam poses some significant
limitations to the likelihood of this occurring. Existing domestic tourism trends in Vietnam
have so far steered away from eco and community-themed forms, instead favouring more
high-end or luxury forms of engagement in line with the middle class’s aspirations for
modernity. As a result of these trends, it does not appear that the domestic market will
embrace community based tourism as a preference in the immediate future. Community
based tourism will have to compete with other existing and established tourism products,
suggesting that an extended period of livelihood assistance would be required to progress
trial projects to financial independence.

Where domestic tourism has expanded to reach MPA sites such as CLC, there has been little
connection of this trend with MPA initiatives in the process43. Some local people have
capitalised on the new market opportunities presented and set up homestay
accommodation or beach front restaurants, in turn stimulating demand for local seafood
targeted by local diving fishers and potentially increasing the amount of unsustainable
fishing being conducted locally. This raises the flow-on issue of tourism impact on MPA sites.
Environmental education around CLC MPA has not focussed on tourists to any large degree;
visitors are able to visit the MPA information centre but, in my observations, many passed it
by. Despite attempts to educate visitors to CLC, the focus of domestic tourists during their
visit is likely to be seafood consumption regardless of whether it is congruous with the
island’s marine conservation status. Marine conservation awareness has not been able to
keep pace with the expansion of the Vietnamese middle class, and the establishment of such
values amongst domestic tourists will take time to catch up with the impact of this consumer
group.
The potential of tourism as an alternative livelihood activity in coastal communities needs to
be viewed through the demands of the domestic tourism market. The impact of this same
consumer group needs to be managed carefully around MPA sites, as environmental
education has not developed at the same speed as the growth of the middle class, and its
expectations may not be compatible with marine conservation for some time to come.

43

The exception to this is described under the section “Border Guard Change in Policy” section below
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Regulation and Enforcement
Issues around enforcement of regulations plague MPAs in Vietnam, and are unavoidably
connected with livelihoods issues as a lack of livelihood alternatives was often cited as a
reason for non-compliance. The low level of fines compared with the high returns from
breaking the rules around fishing was also cited as a reason. Poor awareness of regulations
was a common answer to questions around non-compliance, and was often cited by local
people when they were asked to suggest reasons as to why people still broke the MPA rules.
Externalisation of the problem was equally common, where fishers from other provinces
were cited as more to blame for stock depletion than the local community. This is not to
deny the extent of impact of outsiders on areas of known fisheries resource, this
phenomenon is historically known at sites like CLC even before the MPA was established.
However the citing of this reason did represent a shifting of responsibility for the problem
from the local community to external factors that were outside of their control – a
convenient excuse that put the blame for resource depletion outside of their community.
What is likely is that all these reasons are true at different places and times along the
Vietnam coast. A government representative quoted at one of MCD’s blue meetings stated
that 20 million people in Vietnam were dependent in part on fisheries for their livelihoods,
and that the biggest issue with this group was their low education. This suggests that
fisheries form a livelihood safety net for coastal people, that people move into this sector for
this reason, and that a low level of education is a contributing factor for reliance on fisheries
resources for income. The highly mobile nature of movement in and out of this sector
combined with Vietnam’s large population means that it is theoretically feasible that new
people could access fisheries resources and be unaware of local regulations. Both case study
sites experienced issues with their enforcement capacity, either because of limited
resources (because limited funds were available or because funds were appropriated for
other purposes), or compromises with locally known community members committing
violations – not wanting to report on their neighbours or families. This issue is not restricted
to the case of MPAs – it is well recognised that fisheries regulations are not well enforced or
enforceable in Vietnam (Boonstra & Bach Dang, 2010). On this basis, it is likely that the same
excuses for non-compliance with regulations will continue to materialise in future MPAs. The
problems with enforcement evident at my case studies could be just as likely to occur at any
another MPA site. The open access nature of coastal fisheries resources, the volume of
coastal populations in Vietnam, the movement of more people into coastal areas (Raakjaer,
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et al., 2007), their inevitable livelihoods needs, and the absence of alternatives all combine
to create a perfect storm of non-compliance with fishing-related regulations around MPA
sites.

Lack of Political Will to Harm the People
There are broader political implications behind the lack of enforcement of regulations, or
attempts to change livelihoods used by local people. The Government of Vietnam makes
significant efforts to be seen to be upholding the slogan “cho dan, do dan, vi dan”, or “for
the people, by the people, and of the people” (Kerkvliet & Marr, 2004, p. 2). A consequence
of this ideology is that the government does not want to be seen to be doing anything that
translates into a negative impact on local people’s livelihoods. This translates into what is
described by some observers as a national priority to secure livelihoods for a large and
growing population by depleting environmental resources in the service of humanity
(Hayton, 2010). Seen against this backdrop, asking local people to forego part of their
livelihoods in order to achieve conservation outcomes is not an attractive proposition.
There are examples of where government has given support to tough enforcement efforts
around conservation, the protection of the endangered Cat Ba langurs being a case in
point44. This enforcement has been well supported by government, the most likely reasons
being that the restrictions affect a relatively small community and limits on extraction of
only one animal species, and one that was rarely caught due to its low numbers. The project
has brought considerable international funding and recognition through conservation
awards, which in turn have ensured provincial respect for and cooperation with the project.
It is easy to see how a project affecting a small area and few people and bringing in
significant donor funding is politically palatable, whereas one affecting a larger scale area
and more livelihoods may not be.

Why are Alternatives Recommended?
Given the weight of evidence against the success of alternative livelihood activities, it is
worth examining why it is that they are recommended in the first place. The experience of
MCD shows how its organisational focus on community development was constantly
translated to an implementation focus on local livelihoods, and how some staff felt morally
responsible to provide this assistance. MCD was intimately connected with the community
44

I assisted IUCN staff with a village survey around Cat Ba Island in November 2007 and my observations here
draw upon this experience.
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and at the time, the community was petitioning MCD to address the problems with lobster
culture. There were many different government agencies trying to solve the lobster
livelihoods crisis, but none of these efforts were slowing down the immediate impact of
lobster mortality. As a result, the community was desperate for respite from this financial
loss, and pressured MCD to address their concerns through its work. Due to its extensive
long term connection with the community, some MCD staff felt obligated to provide
livelihoods assistance as a part of MCD’s core work, and this sentiment was sometimes a
causal factor behind changes to MCD’s work plans towards livelihoods support. MCD’s
history in introducing a non-endemic clam species into one of its field sites may have
occurred for similar reasons, where the desire to assist the community through livelihood
support overrode consideration of the biological risk associated with that species’
introduction. MCD’s strong connection to the local community meant that some staff felt
responsible to meet the community’s requests for livelihoods assistance, and channelled
work plans in this direction.

At CLC the livelihoods assistance was implemented as a component of the original MPA
project, and was implemented quickly as it took place at the very end of the project phase.
The delay in implementing other aspects of the project meant that this component was
squeezed into the last month of its operation before transfer to the province took place. The
rapidity of its implementation was possibly to blame for issues being overlooked, such as
impacts of costs of transport on profits from goods production, or limitations of local
transport and markets to accommodate new goods. The events at both sites show how
project implementation gets squeezed by external forces, and that these can result in
adverse effects on project outcomes. Being forced to implement a livelihoods support
program quickly because it was a project requirement might not allow sufficient
consideration of limiting factors, and the development of solutions to overcome them.
Instead, livelihoods interventions are “ticked off” from a list of project requirements,
without enough time invested in ensuring their sustainability in the long term. The longer
term experience at CLC showed how limiting factors can take months or years to manifest,
and that support may be needed through all of this time to ensure new livelihoods’
longevity.

The “tick a box” style of development monitoring and evaluation mentioned above can also
lead to the loss of learning from less successful projects, as adverse results could be swept
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under the carpet if the only criteria considered in evaluation is whether livelihoods are
implemented at all. If the assessment of success is only based on a “yes/no” answer to
implementation and involves no longer term monitoring of livelihoods interventions, then
there is little chance that the reasons for intervention failure will be captured for review of
lessons learned into the future. As a result, there is little honesty in the literature on the
likelihood of success of livelihood interventions around MPAs, as shown by examples
reviewed in chapter 2 (Jones, et al., 2011; Leisher et al., 2008; TNC, n.d.) . A short term
assessment phase also does not allow the time required to reveal the impacts of broader
socio-economic changes on the livelihood intervention, or professional assistance to help
local people adapt their new livelihood to accommodate such change. The silence around
the reality of past livelihood interventions is assisting with the perpetuation of the same
failed approaches in new locations, most likely with new donor funding support, and with
the same potential for failure as their predecessors. It could be possible for these issues to
emerge at any MPA, not just in Vietnam, but anywhere with a compliant reporting culture,
where incentives exist for reporting “positive” project results and where reporting
frameworks fail to capture sufficient detail to reveal anything to the contrary.

Broader Trends in Coastal Livelihoods
The follow up research in 2010 emphasised the degree of influence of broader trends in
biological and economic processes on livelihoods interventions. On CLC, where a downturn
in stock populations had taken fish sauce off the livelihoods agenda, domestic tourism had
finally reached the island’s shores and created new opportunities as a result. The more
entrepreneurial locals had started small restaurants or moved into homestay businesses,
either as the result of MPA training or from emulating the experience of the trainees.
However the construction of an expensive pier at Bai Huong had not materialised a wave of
tourists in that village, as no additional linkages to tourist markets were established to link
them with the pier and village. At the far extreme, Van Hung commune near Trao Reef
suffered from a total disconnect from existing tourist markets and networks in nearby
tourism hubs. Their geography worked against them as they were unlucky in their location
further away from where tourism had developed as the result of broader market forces.
These examples show how there are some limitations to livelihoods development that
cannot be overcome by MPA project assistance, whether it was because of too few fish or
too few tourists.

244

The examples above show the relative difficulty of achieving long term livelihoods change
through development interventions, compared to new opportunities provided through
changes in broader processes. Where MPA interventions are able to connect with these
broader development trends, local people stand to benefit from linking in with such broader
economic change. However these links can be undermined when project support is
discontinued if new activities are not yet sustainable. The degree of change occurring in
Vietnam’s coastal zone is immense, with land prices skyrocketing due to demand from
tourism and coastal industries, and local people becoming more marginalised from coastal
areas as a result. New livelihood opportunities are emerging as others fade away – the case
of tourism-based employment in Hoi An being one case in point, where the young people of
CLC may benefit from new employment opportunities, but their fishing-dependent parents
are by and large too old and too poorly educated to do so. The older generations of CLC are
stuck on the island, with their low levels of education and limited opportunities for new
forms of income. The MPA forms an island in a sea of surrounding socio-economic change,
and the greatest livelihood opportunities for local people are to be gained from the MPA’s
connections to this surrounding context. Failure to connect to and account for future
changes in these processes would weaken the effectiveness of livelihoods interventions.

Border Guard Change in Policy
The follow up research in 2010 showed how livelihood change has occurred more as a
consequence of external economic drivers than MPA interventions, with one exception. The
removal of travel restrictions to CLC previously enforced by the Border Guard resulted in a
dramatic change to the accessibility of the island for day visitors, and to local tourism
industries. This is an example of former government policy acting as a barrier to economic
development, and where the MPA may have assisted with removal of this barrier by
facilitating a change in policy. I was not able to obtain the exact reason for the change in
policy as my informants either did not know or were not able to say45, but it was clear that
MPA staff had identified this as a barrier to tourism development and that they had raised
these concerns with higher levels of authority.

What this example shows is that MPAs are able to assist tourism development by working
with the broader government hierarchy to facilitate change in restrictive policies. This policy
45

The Border Guard is a powerful arm of the military, and most informants were reluctant to discuss anything
that related to high levels of national government, such topics usually being taboo for discussion, particularly
with foreign researchers.
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change was no simple matter – the Border Guard is a very powerful arm of government and
when I learned of this change I was amazed that the MPA Authority and/or LMPA program
had managed to affect such change. It shows that change is possible even in seemingly
entrenched ways of doing things in Vietnam, even where they appear to go against the grain
of maintaining tight state control. Perhaps this example shows that the mechanisms and
manifestations of control are changing, but not the degree thereof.

The Role of Benefits
Tensions were evident between biodiversity conservation goals and livelihood interventions
at both sites considered in this research, though these manifested in different ways. Most
often these tensions manifested around expectations of benefits by local people. I observed
these manifesting at planning events, in surveys, as direct requests to staff, and as
complaints about inequitable benefits when tourists were able to fish in the core zone but
local people were not. The locals were not shy about voicing their expectations for benefits
from MPAs, but MPAs were not always good at addressing these expectations. Where MCD
had a clear focus on community development and its staff bent over backwards at times to
address community needs, the same could not be said for CLC, despite the best intentions of
a few individual staff members. Together the community concerns voiced above spell out
the cultural expectation for benefits from their local environment held by local people in
Vietnam. When MPAs do not address this expectation directly, it results in a misalignment
between the expectations of MPA programs and local people. The role of benefits is
examined in more detail in the next section due to its influence on participation.

Co-Management and Participation
This section unpacks the results around how co-management of aquatic natural resources
operates within the institutional context of Vietnam. The term “participation” is used
deliberately in the heading above as not all the participation I witnessed during my research
was co-management, and the scope of this section is kept deliberately broad to capture this.
The lessons from chapters 5 and 6 are drawn from local level experiences as well as
ethnographic evidence from participant observation in the institutions of co-management in
Vietnam, at the provincial and national level. The results of both cases enable consideration
of how participation at the local level is limited in its capacity to interact with the official
government mechanisms of natural resource management, despite project efforts to create
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new opportunities in this context. Co-management appears “clunky” in the context of
Vietnam as it struggles to find space amidst the existing pathways of power and benefit.

New forms of NRM often suggest the need for more horizontal collaboration, and this is
seen to be difficult to achieve as the existing management systems encourage the
perpetuation of top down management within siloed agencies and discourage collaboration
between them. The two case studies, while sited at very different positions within the matrix
of state power, illustrate how interventions both within and outside the national MPA
system can find themselves at odds with the preferred MPA policy approach of the central
government. Despite the relative youth of co-management in Vietnam, the landscape of
existing policy and practice around co-management is no clean slate. New opportunities for
participation must fit into existing contexts where agents at different levels of government
maintain networks of benefit around existing management structures. Any new
management structures will thus involve a realignment of these networks as agents vie for
control of the new opportunities presented thereby. These forces could work for or against
the furtherment of co-management, depending on what stood to be gained and lost from
such new arrangements, and for whom.

Community-Based vs. Co-Management?
The most obvious difference between the two case studies was the community focus of
MCD’s site compared to the provincially governed management at CLC MPA. A question
often posed in the course of my research was “is community-based management
appropriate to the context of Vietnam?” Or does Vietnam fit the description of what Li
describes as a “vicious state” likely to be unsupportive of community based approaches (Li,
2002). Rather than providing a direct answer to this question, it is useful to look at what
community-based management did bring to the MPA management table at Trao Reef. The
local people who participated with MCD’s work were genuinely enthusiastic about their
involvement and the activities they did. For example, the villagers who participated with the
trial eco-tour were all enthusiastic in their work, whether preparing food for lunch, showing
the enforcement work at the guardhouse or local livelihoods of lobster farmers, or singing
songs about their village and local environment – all of their inputs had genuine “heart”. The
TRMR acted as a focal point for the local community and as a catalyst for community
development around marine conservation that would be unlikely to have happened any
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other way. A similar sense of alignment and camaraderie was also observed around the Giao
Xuan project in the Red River Delta.

The same degree of community support for and connection to the MPA was never observed
at CLC. Although participation was earnest at activities like the CLC garbage management
training, there was never the same sense of ownership demonstrated by the local people
participating in CLC MPA’s activities. Activities where local people were “required” to attend
were always less enthusiastic in terms of participation, and this difference was more
pronounced when this involved meetings to discuss management arrangements, with no
direct link to benefits. A similar decrease in enthusiasm was also observed at MCD’s
activities when the benefits were less immediate, which shows the importance of links to
benefits through any MPA management approach.

A downside to MCD’s approach was the lengthy time it took to develop community-based
management arrangements, a fact that was openly acknowledged by MCD staff. As a new
management approach in a top-down management context, it took time for MCD just to
establish the thinking around community-based management within the TRMR community
at the commencement of the marine reserve project, and the time required to bring a large
proportion of the community along for the journey with any new management arrangement
has not decreased. While the community-based approach ensured that the community had
ownership of management arrangements, the amount of time required to implement it had
costs in other areas. For example, the community-based tourism projects took a long time to
develop at the community level, which implies they would also take a long time to start
contributing to household income.

The community-based approach could not guarantee a consistent conservation outcome as
outsiders could still fish in the marine reserve, and the local enforcement team were often
powerless to stop this occurring. This concurs with Agrawal and Gibson (1999)’s statement
that small and homogeneous communities would still have difficulty withstanding external
threats to community-based management over a wide geographical area. The external
forces of fishing pressure that affected TRMR from outside the community were also outside
of the control of the community management mechanism. The disease problem with lobster
culture was another example of a broad scale management problem that could not be
addressed by action at the local level alone. The same was often true though for CLC, where
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fishers from other provinces were increasingly cited as a significant management concern.
So despite the differences in management approach, neither was able to circumvent this
problem of broader coastal management problems, such as poor water quality or
overfishing, from impacting locally.

MCD’s community-based management approach also suffered ongoing challenges to its
legitimacy from government representatives, and this would become an increasing thorn in
its side as the legal implications of its lack of enforceability emerged. By comparison, CLC’s
regulatory arrangements were recognised in law but were often unenforceable anyway. This
suggests that the issue with MCD’s approach was more to do with being seen to follow due
government process, as a lot of the criticism of their approaches seemed to relate more to
not falling into line with the dominant national MPA policy approach of the time. Critics of
MCD’s approach questioned its use of community-based approaches, on the basis that such
approaches should only be used where they were identified as the best management
solution to a problem. However given the limited and patchy co-management experience in
Vietnam to date, who is to know what the best approach is to any given situation? At least
MCD’s longevity ensured it could employ an adaptive management approach to its work
over the longer term, rather than being limited by the budget confines of short term
projects. The issues raised here show that any co-management approach in Vietnam needs
to be adapted to fit local circumstances, and may face limitations from existing mechanisms
of power and a lack of respect for compliance with resource use rules. Most importantly, it
needs to work with the government system and hierarchy to be treated as valid by those
who uphold it. Having community support for a new management approach is not enough, it
also has to be supported by those in positions of government authority who influence from
above.

Limitations to Implementing Co-Management
Results from both field sites highlighted the importance of ongoing external support for
community-based approaches. At Trao Reef, the core group was seeking more assistance
from MCD in the support of its enforcement work, and the importance of the provision of
this assistance was reiterated as crucial to longer term success by visiting MPA practitioners.
While the original intent of TRMR was that after the project phase, management of the
marine reserve would be handed over in entirety to the local management group and wider
community, but the reality was that they needed MCD’s ongoing support to assist with new
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resource management problems, and with NRM planning such as management plan
development. MCD also acted as a conduit to donor funding and international specialist
input that the local level management institutions would not have been able to access
without their assistance. It is not completely realistic to expect that the community can host
an MPA project on an ongoing basis without some external support – the MPA is after all, a
foreign concept that is imported into the Vietnamese coastal village context, and it stands to
reason that external support may be required from time to time to ensure its growth and
longevity.

The community training experiences at CLC again emphasised the importance of ongoing
professional support and facilitation. The fish sauce trainees were able to further develop
their new businesses because of this ongoing support, and because of the long term
commitment of the trainer to seeing on ground results. While his efforts did produce results,
they were not easily replicable as his approach to work was not shared, and sometimes not
respected by his colleagues. Beresford states that the inability of local state interventions in
Vietnam to be effective may be because local authorities are largely responsible to their
superior levels rather than to the local people (Beresford, 2008, p. 238). If the predominant
style of management within government only reports positive results up the chain of
command, then it is likely that this system does not encourage on-ground results through
work with local people, or value the development and use of community facilitation skills. If
these skills are not taught to and utilised by government officers in the course of their work,
then it is unlikely that community level facilitation will be supported or implemented.
The facilitation of livelihoods development was not the only example of social science skills
that needed support at CLC MPA. The garbage management intervention at Bai Huong
village did not take into account the inequity of the social impacts resulting from burning of
inorganic waste, which led to a lack of community support for the composting system. In this
case, a technical approach to a local resource management problem resulted in a socially
unacceptable management solution, which eventually failed for this reason. This example
shows how important social considerations are to the success of a resource management
intervention, and how skills in community facilitation are required in order to reveal these
before problems occur. This supports the statement that “…co-managers need to
understand that failure to facilitate social interactions may result in failure of the comanagement process itself” (Berkes, et al., 2007, p. 310). If the community’s concerns are
not truly valued by local authorities, then it becomes very difficult to develop any kind of
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meaningful participation or partnership in natural resource management, as noted by Fisher
et al. (2008). Despite these benefits, the investment of time and resources required to
employ more collaborative approaches to NRM would also deter many local authorities from
advocating their use. It can therefore be predicted that only progressive local authorities
with adequate resources would be willing to support their implementation, and that such
instances are likely to be uncommon.

Participation and Benefits
Benefits operated as a clear incentive to participation at both of my case study sites.
Communities at both sites expressed clear expectations around receiving benefits in return
for collaboration or cooperation with MPA activities. At the small end of benefit
expectations, there were the small envelope payments made to local people for
participating in a meeting (usually 70,000 VND for a day in 2007), but at the larger end of the
scale, there was the constantly reinforced expectation that local people should get some
kind of direct livelihood benefits from the MPA – that they should receive some form of
compensation for the impact of fishing restrictions caused by introduction of the MPA. At
MCD’s site, this emerged in the form of expectations voiced during the development of the
management plan and fisheries association. The TRMR core group had a history of receiving
benefits for their participation as its members were provided with preferential access to
microcredit as a reward for commitment to their duties. This appeared to have created the
expectation for benefits in return for participation with TRMR management activities. In the
management plan workshop their interests were focussed around gaining benefit for
aquaculture through their identification of threats that caused the greatest impact to that
activity, or for preferential access to less disturbed areas for aquaculture. This was reflected
in the observations of MCD’s volunteers who noted that the community was clearly more
interested in livelihoods benefits than conservation for its own sake.

Expectations at CLC were less directly raised, possibly because they did not have the same
voice with MPA management that the TRMR community had. However the local people
believed they should receive something in return for their participation with the MPA, as
they were the ones who had paid a cost as the result of fishing restrictions – the benefits as
compensation concept again. At the December 2007 community workshop, locals were
grateful that they had received benefit from the exclusion of trawling fishing from the entire
MPA area. However some local people only seemed to be participating to collect their

251

payment envelope. This expectation of benefit is likely to be partly the result of the practice
in Vietnam of the government paying compensation to local people when they are displaced
by development, in combination with the lack of local conservation values. It also begs
consideration of the question, can local people in a resource-limited environment afford to
pay the local costs of conservation? In this case, some local people clearly do not believe
that they should.

The role of donor-funded projects as distributors of benefits is also a factor for consideration
here, as projects have established a historical precedent as distribution systems for benefits
in Vietnam, and this is widely known by local people and government officers. Gainsborough
identifies state institutions and state companies as the principal beneficiaries of foreign aid
and private capital inflows (Gainsborough, 2010, p. 21). Thus there is the potential for local
people to believe that either government or donor-driven intervention will bring financial
benefits to their community.

Disconnect Between Community-Based Management and Power Above
The experience from both case studies shows that a disconnect exists between the
participatory style of management that can be achieved on the ground in Vietnam, and the
structures of power within government authorities above. While it is possible to build
community support for marine conservation at the grassroots and provide local people with
a voice through activities at that level, it is difficult for the voices from the local level to
communicate upward with local government. Building the bridge from the local to the lower
levels of government is difficult because there appears to be little support in reality for this
kind of collaboration. There are numerous reasons for this that could equally apply in the
context of Vietnam. Scott and Chuyen (2003) note the relevance of cultural factors particular
to the case of Vietnam that could work against co-management, such as the focus on topdown technocratic intervention by government, or the effect of Confucian ideals in teaching
passivity among the people. As noted by Ribot (2007), decentralization may be resisted by
political leaders and civil servants as they could lose economic benefits, including rentseeking opportunities that result from the control they have over natural resources and the
power they have through their administrative responsibilities. As Berkes (2007) points out,
overcoming power imbalances to achieve equity faces significant barriers that are
embedded in broader social relationships, and the context of Vietnam contains many such
inherent forms of potential opposition.
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Democratic centralism, the formal requirement that party bodies defer to the party body
above them in the hierarchy, is still a force within government despite increased
decentralisation under reform (Gainsborough, 2010, p. 47). During my research, government
representatives often stated their lack of support for community-based management,
favouring a more government-directed form of co-management if it were to occur. There
may also be economic incentives for these preferences, as government positions are known
to provide access to patronage, and access to resources such as money, contacts or
information depends not on a set of rules but on personal networks (ibid, p. 120). Regardless
of the reason for it, the current government system appears to have a preference for
maintaining the division between the local people and the hierarchy of government
management. If the reason is connected to economic incentives to maintain the status quo,
it is understandable that co-management initiatives are not supported in practice.

In turn, local government is held to the commitments of provincial government.
Gainsborough also describes the role of the umbrella or o du in Vietnamese political culture,
where lower level institutions or individuals receive backing from those higher up the
political chain (Gainsborough, 2010, p. 57). Thus there are the official channels of authority
to defer to powers above, as well as informal networks of political power that work along
the same hierarchical lines. There are also issues around how different agencies at the same
level in either district or provincial government connect horizontally in order to do
collaborative natural resource management. As line agencies have typically reported up and
taken orders from above, they are not skilled in working with different agencies in a
collaborative management structure. The development of the CLC MPA management plan
was principally concerned with establishing appropriate mechanisms to enable this to occur
as it had not been done before. Gainsborough notes that information is not shared between
offices as it is often sold, and it has value because it is used to exert influence on other
individuals or institutions (Gainsborough, 2010, p. 181).

This is an example of how

collaborative management does not fit well against the historically dominant style of
management in government.

Between provincial government and national government agencies, a power struggle can
sometimes emerge over control of resources, but the province must outwardly be seen to
be deferring to the centre as was evident at the Tam Ky meeting about the CLC management
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plan. However as the implementing agent, the provincial government retains much of the
day to day power through the project implementation phase. While the central government
can constantly reiterate its preferred approach policy focus, it cannot watch what happens
at the provincial level all the time, thus there is plenty of opportunity for creativity during
the provincial implementation of MPA activities. Gainsborough succinctly explains how
holding government office can provide connections to power and benefit, forming a cyclical
and self-reinforcing system that is prevalent throughout Vietnamese politics and society:
In Vietnam, holding office gives you access to patronage, which can range from
access to the state budget and the ability to make decisions about how to spend
public money, to the authority to issue licenses or other forms of permission, to carry
out inspections, or to levy fines. The result is that people come to you hoping for
services or favours, or generally to try to influence you. Equally, if you hold high
office people do not want to cross you for fear of what you might do to them.
(Gainsborough, 2010, p. 147).
Projects are known to be distribution systems for benefits, so there is potentially significant
benefit to be gained from hosting a co-management project, whether or not comanagement is actually achieved. In my research, I observed many ongoing tensions
between provincial and national levels of government in the implementation of CLC MPA,
with blame for problems and delays tossed back and forth between both parties. While the
reasons for these tensions were not always clear, they were a constant influence on the
MPA’s management. It can easily be envisaged how this could occur in other provincially
managed MPAs in Vietnam, as the same struggles for power and control could occur
between levels of government in other locations.

The machinations of regional government are difficult for a foreign conservation mechanism
like an MPA implemented under collaborative management to navigate through. The
experience of the Nha Trang Bay MPA management plan illustrates this well, as the
connections with the province were not formalised sufficiently, and the provincial people’s
committee did not support it upon completion. This same case served as a warning to other
MPA managers who followed as it was upheld as an example of improper process, and
processes were improved at the national policy level so that this would not happen again. It
is likely this caused a loss of face for the national government in front of the international
donors who funded the project phase of Nha Trang Bay MPA, hence the interest in ensuring
this could not happen again.
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This example also shows how a cyclical process operates between provincial and national
authority around policy implementation, as nothing happens on the ground without the
province’s authority, despite high level agreements made between national ministries and
international donors. The gap between national policy and regional implementation was
described to me by one long term foreign INGO representative as “the void”, and the
reasons for this void are a mix of socio-political factors operating at different levels of
government that often stem from the control of power and benefits. MPA interventions
need to pay heed to the potential for such factors to act as enablers or limiting factors,
depending on how they are addressed and managed.

Co-Management Conclusions
Each of the projects investigated in this research demonstrated how community level
interventions can achieve NRM change at the local level. Although the forms of comanagement witnessed at CLC and MCD are not perfect, maybe they represent what is
locally appropriate given the current status of co-management development in Vietnam and
what is achievable in the current socio-political climate. Given the lack of a national comanagement policy framework at the time of this research, attempting to create local level
co-management institutions required a willingness to take risks by delving into the grey legal
areas of MPA co-management practice. While MCD was willing to do this, they also had to
pay the price for their choice of management path in that its legitimacy was questioned by
national ministry officers working under the national MPA system.
The garbage management training at CLC was an example of devolving of responsibility for
local environmental management from local authorities to local people. While it was
ultimately unsuccessful due to technical failure, it did create a path for similar activities
requiring community contribution in the future. Such initiatives are significant in the NRM
landscape of Vietnam as the top-down approach to government has created expectations
among local people that the state will take all responsibility for local management problems.
Any change in this attitude lights a path forward for more collaborative approaches to MPA
management to be developed in the future, and further development of a set of local
environmental values. As highlighted earlier, the further development of such values is
important given the scale of development and change currently occurring in Vietnam’s
coastal zone. For the coastline of Vietnam to retain some natural values in the face of such
development, local communities will need to start valuing natural ecosystems and
landscapes and mobilising these values toward these ecosystem’s protection.
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There are many reasons for the gap between co-management rhetoric and on-ground reality
in Vietnam. The power machinations between levels of government and benefits resulting
from positions within these are of significant influence. In Vietnam there is still confusion
around what co-management actually is, partly due to a lack of formal clarification and
implementation by the national government, and partly because it is confused with socialist
principles of the state working “for the people”. A lack of value of local people’s opinions by
government authorities is also a contributing factor, as while the state upholds the
importance of local people, it continues to employ the attitude that it knows best. Other
observers have noted that while the Party is prepared to allow greater participation in the
management of the state, especially at the village level, it is not prepared to let the people
rule (Hayton, 2010). This observation is seen to manifest in the forms of co-management
that are permitted to happen both tacitly and explicitly, within the context of Vietnam.
Berkes (2009) notes that co-management can often lead to often lead to reinforcement of
local elite power or to strengthening of state control, and it would appear that preference is
being shown towards co-management that enables the latter, if not the former also, given
that co-management has been defined in Vietnam as maintaining the power of the state
(Anon, 2010). Mechanisms of government have numerous ways of effecting influence on
policy and practice, and the ways that co-management implementation is shaped in practice
are testament to these influences in action.

What do these findings tell us about how MPA projects work?
This last section considers how marine conservation initiatives have been affected by the
dominant socio-political influences on MPAs, and considers the impacts within projects as
well as the influences on projects from external forces. The issues with overarching
governance structures are examined from a multi-scalar perspective, from the local to the
national. The section concludes with a critical examination of what MPAs and comanagement can actually do, in between the rhetoric of what is promised in model
approaches, and the reality of what is achievable on the ground.

Government and Non-Government Approaches to Marine Conservation
The research presented here shows that there were advantages and disadvantages to both
government and non-government approaches to marine conservation, and in some cases,
both approaches were affected by the same socio-political issues. MCD’s community-based
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approach had limited reach on the ground, which was an issue when it came to dealing with
environmental problems operating over a broader scale – yet the local community still held
MCD accountable for assisting with their remedy. Despite its position within government,
CLC MPA faced a similar powerlessness against the impacts of broad scale forces such as
fishing effort displacement into MPAs. The lack of centrally-managed control of broad scale
problems affected both types of MPAs equally, and demonstrates the importance of
improved management in this area. The MPA management mechanism cannot affect
influence over a large enough area to reduce impacts from fisheries that are poorly
regulated at the provincial and national levels. For MPAs to be more effective in achieving
marine conservation objectives requires commensurate support from broader fisheries
management programs at the national level.

MCD faced opposition to its non-government approaches, and had to seek funding for its
work from international donor sources as a result. In their day to day works, it operated
between regional and national authorities and faced all of the inherent problems associated
with pioneering new NRM approaches within old government frameworks. However it also
had to negotiate the international MPA policy landscape in their longer term strategic
operations; thus it became adept at playing across all fields associated with the MPA
landscape in Vietnam. In MCD’s work, there was also less chance for funding to be disbursed
and reduced at each progressive level of government on the way to local implementation,
and donors valued its work for this reason as well as others. CLC MPA faced much greater
obstacles to connecting to international donor funding, as it sat within the provincial
government framework with all its potential for redistribution of external funding into
unintended areas. The earnestness with which MPA management planning was embraced
by the provincial government in the latter part of 2007 showed government officials’
awareness of the need to be seen to be better players against highly ranked donor
objectives. The proposed inclusion of CLC into the World Heritage Biosphere Reserve would
bring more donor funding, but this funding would come with requirements for better
accountability and more accurate reporting on project implementation. The legacy of poor
performance in past projects was being openly and critically questioned and the bar of
expectation was being raised on what new MPAs would be expected to deliver. More
international donor status came with the price of higher standards of accountability to
donors.
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Despite the inherent challenges faced by operating at the margins of the system, MCD’s
approach yielded advantages over government agencies engaged in the MPA sphere. Its
position outside of the box meant it was able to experiment more, for example through
collaborative informal policy dialogue with government and non-government agents, and
internally it employed a much more collaborative approach than the comparable
government office. This approach did not suit everyone though, and those employees who
felt themselves adrift in MCD’s unconventional46 management approach often struggled to
adapt, or moved on if they did not. MCD drew strength from its longevity as staff were able
to adapt current work according to lessons learned from past projects – MCD management
was more transparent about what had not worked in the past than government officers and
were keen to address these issues in future. By comparison, government managed MPA
projects had often glossed over negative results in their past, possibly enforced by a
persistent culture of reporting only positive results to superiors, regardless of the outcomes
on the ground.
MCD’s position as an NGO meant it was not answerable to the state mechanisms in its policy
area of focus, although it was answerable to the mechanisms of control for NGOs in
Vietnam. The fact that it also operated outside the normal networks of government
patronage may have resulted in MCD being perceived as more of a threat than it actually
represented in terms of on-ground project outputs, simply because they were outside of the
direct line of control of the relevant ministries. The attitudes reflected by national
government staff towards MCD and its approaches certainly seemed to be over the top
given the small scale impact the NGO had at its few field sites. Perhaps the national
government reaction was more reflective of what MCD represented rather than did, in that
it represented a break away from top-down centrally developed solutions “for the people”.
MCD had the resolve to challenge the status quo of NRM approaches implemented within
the system, to try what others did not support or claimed would not work, and to stay
committed to its core values around marine conservation and community development.
However its legacy of working outside of the national policy framework may have reduced
opportunities for future work with government officers who may have been reluctant to
collaborate with MCD as they were afraid of the organisation’s maverick approach. MCD’s
future capacity to implement these core values will depend on its continued ability to
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This approach was unconventional to the context of Vietnam, but would not be deemed unconventional within an
international NGO or government office with a more collaborative workplace culture.
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leapfrog over formal barriers and capitalise on opportunities provided by access to
international networks of practice and funding.
CLC MPA’s forays into co-management created the potential for greater future community
participation and empowerment through MPA management, but support for such activities
would be conditional upon the support of the existing bureaucracy and its leadership. Would
the local provincial authorities see benefit in future capacity building of local people to
improve their abilities to engage in local resource management? Would they see this as
advantageous to their networks of power and benefit? The central government’s
formalisation of the co-management policy should ensure that this research space continues
to bear rich harvest for some time to come. The greatest challenge will come from within, as
the government system will need to produce champions who can drive it as facilitators at
the local level, and from within the ranks of government leadership, to find pathways
around old barriers to better vertical and horizontal collaboration. The trend for donors to
encourage participation in governance observed by Norlund (2007) is likely to continue,
creating additional incentive for government mechanisms and agents to adapt and enable
co-management, and more opportunities to observe the process of “imperfect translation”
of donor concepts into local contexts (Mosse, 2004).

Issues within Projects
There are many forces at work within projects that effect on-ground success, and the legacy
of resistance to the imposition of external rules is not insignificant. It has been found in this
research that local people have continually called for greater benefits from MPAs, which
suggests that their expectations of return are greater than what is actually provided. The
jury may still be out on whether MPAs are a good thing at the local scale, and that does not
bode well for compliance with MPA regulations. Local morality around the bending of rules
can be loose, especially where an opportunity exists to increase household income. This is
the context of non-compliance that conservation is working against in Vietnam, and it is a
big tide to turn around.
The role of personal connections between elites should not be understated or
underestimated. Issues around how government officials operate within networks of power
and benefit have already been discussed, but these go much further than simply skimming a
percentage off a source of funding at each level within government. Such networks can
extend around entire program areas, stitching up connections between say a policy
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implementation program and independent consultants hired to evaluate that same
program, or that same program and a certain vice-minister. Where external commentators
might have issue with the closeness of such a connection and the likely influence it had on
evaluation outcomes, these kinds of connections are everyday in Vietnam, and nepotism is
often the norm in appointments to the government and civil service (Gainsborough, 2010, p.
169). In this way, government agents often act as control points for approval or denial of
opportunities.
The issue around reporting of consistently positive results demonstrated not just a culturally
ingrained practice of reporting positive stories, but also a lack of capacity in the
development of and reporting against targets. Past practice has often involved officers
reporting consistently good results in the hope that this will ensure donor funding supply
into the future. I was told the following anecdote with regards to this issue. When the
Danish ambassador to Vietnam was informed that everything was good in terms of results
from a particular project funded by his country, he replied “Why do we need to keep funding
it if everything is so good?” Such positive reporting is commonplace in Vietnam, and likely to
be a reflection of both the expectations and skills within government. During the MPA
training I attended as a part of this research, regional staff struggled to identify any
meaningful or achievable targets at all when tasked with developing an objective monitoring
and evaluation network. This suggests that the existing capacity in accurate monitoring and
evaluation was limited at the regional government level, and that there was a long way to go
to building this capacity to come anywhere near meeting donor expectations.
As local authorities are largely accountable to their superiors, then meeting project
objectives becomes an exercise in convincing superiors that they have been met, rather than
objective reporting to enable adaptive management and improvement of results over time.
As such, it could be claimed that what is achieved is a compromise between original
objectives set by international donors and what provincial authorities deem most important
through the process of implementation. This is representative of Gainsborough’s “marriage
of convenience” between Vietnamese and external elites whereby their interests converge,
albeit for very different reasons (Gainsborough, 2010, p. 174). Where their interests
converge, agreement is reached around objectives, but it is in the translation of these
objectives that differences emerge. The resulting products are likely to look different from
what the donors envisaged, precisely because the process of translation through
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Vietnamese government processes is so transformative due to the different priorities that
influence the implementation process.
All of these issues around project implementation and evaluation have one powerful factor
underlying them - that at the time of this research there was little value placed on the
environment outside of project intervention sites in Vietnam, either rural or urban.
International development agents want to assume that significant change in environmental
values is possible at the grassroots level in Vietnam, however the daily reality for many
people does not suggest this is yet the case. There is a long history of exploitation of natural
resources for personal benefit, partly driven by the legacy of past resource shortages due to
war and former economic policy. Evidence from the cases I have studied shows that in many
instances, local people will maximise their opportunities for additional livelihood benefits in
spite of targeted environmental education about ecosystem values and the need to protect
biodiversity. Long term intervention sites using community based approaches such as TRMR
stand a real chance at making a difference to local environmental values, but local
management arrangements face considerable challenge from external forces that do not
share the same values.

Influences on Projects
The development landscape in Vietnam is commonly awash with international development
experts – technical experts, academics, development advisers with major international
agents such as the World Bank. These people exert considerable influence over the way that
development decisions are made and outcomes evaluated. This influence operates
regardless of how much time is spent in country or how much contextual understanding
these agents possess. As a result, their expertise may not correspond to the local context of
their input, but only to a technical area. In the case of fisheries, in the past it has been all too
common that textbook approaches to fisheries management are implemented without due
regard for local context, resulting in locally inappropriate solutions. While such
considerations might be “development 101” in development scholarship, they are not found
in “fisheries management 101”, which is commonly grounded in the disciplines of biology
and mainstream economics. While the last 10 years of national fisheries development in
Vietnam has been supported by a stable group of foreign technical advisers with established
local knowledge, by the time of my last visit in 2010 only one of the group remained due to
expiring international funding arrangements, and the one remaining advisor remained for a
limited time. There are no guarantees that the next wave of technical advisors will have the
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sensitivity to determine the appropriateness of western fisheries management models;
hopefully they will be able to learn from the past lessons of fisheries intervention in Vietnam
what has not succeeded and why, so the same lessons do not have to be learned all over
again though another 10 year donor funding cycle.

The constant re-emergence of co-management on the national fisheries policy landscape
over the last 20 years is testament to this process of import and translation of management
models. Despite the longevity of its presence, there have been few resources and
investment priorities allocated to fisheries co-management in Vietnam over this time (Thuy
& Symington, 2007). Whether its adaptation is sufficient or not depends on the degree of
honesty within project reporting, and whether the reasons for its implementation are to
bring about genuine change in power sharing or just to pass the buck for management
responsibility down the line of regional responsibility. Model transfer occurs from the
international to national scale, from global north to global south, but within the national
context models may develop at one local site, only to pop up like mushrooms at a suite of
other different locations. Models are implemented at the local scale and their transfer may
be encouraged by those seeking a magic formula to a wicked problem, those with an
institutional investment in a certain model as a part of their “brand”, or those inexperienced
enough to believe that an idea can be developed at one site and transferred to another with
no significant issues in implementation. Such model transfer was also demonstrated to be
heavily influenced by local people’s expectations for assistance and benefit. Future MPA
interventions would do well to be warned against hasty replication of model interventions,
as it is likely that no benefit will accrue to locals from the transfer of an inappropriate model
anyway.
Trends in donor interest were clearly a significant force within this research. The MPA
project is in itself an example of a trend in donor interest commencing in the 1990s and
manifesting in the MPA developments of the last 10 years. Within the MPA, co-management
and livelihoods development are both well entrenched as essential components of project
matrices. Within each of these, more layers of trends in donor interest can be revealed.
Within livelihoods interventions, eco-tourism was the stand out favourite associated with
MPAs during my research, with many practitioners, donors and academics wanting to
believe in its potential to generate household income with low environmental impact.
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It is clearly in the interests of implementing MPA authorities to identify and target these
trends, and MCD was successful in fitting its interests with donors, partly because its
financial viability had depended on it. I believe that MCD’s funding success observed in 2007
was a result of its maturation as an independent NGO and the composite learning of its
management over its first 5 years of operation. As an organisation it had evolved – it had
learned from its experience and learned to predict the funding trends in the donor
landscape that would keep it going and growing. By comparison, CLC MPA and its parents in
provincial government were on a learning curve for how to adapt their own interests so they
were more aligned with donors, to find something of a more agreeable compromise position
between provincial political reality and the potential to acquire new sources of donor
funding.

Issues with Governance
The site of the MPA is the meeting point of biodiversity conservation and livelihoods
development goals, which can often be in conflict. This phenomenon was observed at both
study sites, and also manifested at the national policy level. While the national LMPA
Authority was not responsible for the creation of this tension, they did not take leadership in
diffusing it by clarifying a policy position for regional MPA managers to follow. MCD also
battled with this tension, and it manifested as a kind of competition between the two goals
as though they were on opposite ends of a tug of war game, where at one point one seemed
more dominant, and the next the other was clearly in greater favour. In the absence of a
clear national policy position, everyday practice would determine current policy and set the
precedent for future policy also, thus perpetuating the conflict.
While projects like MCD’s were well intentioned and did an excellent job of making an
impact on the local scale, the bigger issues around large scale policy change remained largely
unaddressed at the national scale – and these issues had a far reaching impact on the
efficacy of the work done at the small scale. The issues of incongruity between national
fisheries management targets and local realities were stimulus for many frustrated
conversations at MCD’s blue meetings, yet still, new policies emerged that failed to address
near-shore fishing effort, or the external cause of fisheries overexploitation such as overinvestment in fishing fleets, the influx of people to coastal areas, the expanding demand due
to population increase and better market access, and more efficient capture technologies
and vessels (Chuenpagdee, et al., 2005). In 2008, the Government of Vietnam subsidised fuel
for fishing vessels in the face of rising fuel costs, and initiated yet another program to
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encourage movement to offshore fishing grounds (Hayton, 2010). The reality of this
situation is that while the government states its commitment to near-shore fishing effort
reduction, its actions speak otherwise, as in reality it cannot effect this change without
impacting on a large number of local people. Even if it could achieve the reduction targets
set in planning documents, there is no way to stop new entrants to coastal fisheries that
would push fishing effort levels back up again. The government is in effect trapped by its
commitment to always act “for the people”. So long as the national government refuses to
implement large scale policy change, then small scale projects implemented by agents such
as MCD will always be islands of improvement in a sea of competing extractive and
destructive activities.

For co-management to be successful within the institutional context of Vietnam, it must fit
and operate within the system. This was found to be the case from the perspective of toeing
the party line and not working against government approaches, as well as being legally valid
so that local people’s efforts at local management were enforceable under the law. The
consequence of neither of these criteria being met was that the management system could
be undermined by government or the broader coastal community, and locals would lose
heart in their commitment to local management. Holmes (2007) points out that it is the lack
of opportunity for local voices to be heard with their concerns about conservation that
pushes them into acts of everyday resistance, which is likely to be non-compliance with MPA
rules in the context of this research. This lends weight to the concept that more locally
driven MPA programs are needed that have their own objectives and internal support
systems, and thus have more chance of being sustainable post the departure of external
agents and funding (Christie & White, 2007a).

Aquarian transitions interact with coastal habitats and communities through new forms of
regional development, often resulting in impacts to ecosystems and livelihoods. As
previously stated, MPAs managed in isolation from their surrounding context are vulnerable
to natural resource development and exploitation occurring outside their area, and to
impacts from overfishing, alteration and destruction of habitats, and water pollution in
particular (Cicin-Sain & Belfiore, 2005, p. 847). Many examples were identified in the course
of this research where regional government officers had good technical scientific knowledge
around impacts on MPAs; it appears that the greatest hindrance to marine biodiversity
conservation is the interaction of circles of political influence with development planning
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processes. Economic development is of principal interest to provincial leaders, and it was
made clear at various meetings I attended that conservation goals would have to bend to
accommodate economic targets. Provincial government is also tasked with meeting central
government development targets, and the targets from one ministry area do not always
work sympathetically with those for another – fisheries development being one obvious
example. On a broader scale, there are only so many economic opportunities available
within many provinces, so it is to be expected that in order to meet economic targets and
out-compete other provinces for investment, provincial governments might consider cutting
corners around sustainability and environmental protection in order to secure development
deals.

If development practices of the last decade are anything to go by, regional economic
development would appear to be the higher priority objective, with environmental concerns
of much lesser importance. Any locally situated conservation initiative such as an MPA is
vulnerable to poor performance by surrounding environmental management mechanisms,
and if provincial governments seek to maximise their economic growth, it is likely to be at
the expense of environmental regulation. Tourism development, coastal industry, and
increasing human populations are all influenced by provincial development approval
processes, and these activities also impact on coastal habitats in MPAs. Thus the impacts of
aquarian transitions are not unknown or unregulated, they are being considered as
secondary to the achievement of economic development targets.

The future of MPAs in Vietnam is likely to be a compromise between development control
and marine conservation. Given the pace of coastal development in Vietnam, it is hoped that
MPAs can conserve something of Vietnam’s marine biodiversity estate before it is degraded
by such impacts along the majority of its coast.

Conclusion
This chapter has revisited each of the research questions used in this study, from the local
livelihoods scale, the regional co-management scale and the overarching MPA policy and
practice frame of view. The ethnography of MPA development institutions, based on
participant observation in institutional activities and processes, reveals insights at different
scales of both policy and practice, lifting the beautiful curtain on the implementation black
box within government and non-government agencies. The results from the two case studies
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have much to contribute to the broader context of MPA policy and practice in Vietnam, and
many of the lessons learned also extend to MPA practice internationally. The relevance of
these results to the national and international MPA contexts supports the use of this
ethnographic research approach, where in-depth case study material sheds light on broader
trends in MPA practice and potential pathways for future improvement.
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CHAPTER 8
CONCLUSION

Overview
This research commenced with a question about how MPAs are implemented in Vietnam,
focussing on how internationally developed conservation and co-management models are
translated in the specific socio-political context. The research expanded to consider the
livelihood implications of these initiatives both at the local and the policy scale. The research
questions were influenced by the ChATSEA research themes of environmental regulation
and livelihoods change, and globalisation – particularly in relation to fisheries trade and
marine conservation. These ChATSEA themes were re-framed into aquarian transitions,
focussing on the specificities of these agrarian processes in the aquatic context. The
research was conducted at multiple sites and scales through the ethnography of
development institutions, enabling a broad scale examination of MPA policy and practice at
the case study level and the national and international policy scale.

The thesis is concluded in this chapter by reviewing the common findings from both case
studies and the broader processes at work around them, while drawing attention to what is
applicable from these findings to the broader MPA context outside Vietnam. I focus on the
implications of the findings for future MPA policy and practice in Vietnam. The significance
of the research is examined, and the thesis is concluded with a reflection on the implications
for future research.

Review of the Main Findings from the Research
Livelihoods
MPAs place new rules around coastal communities and aquatic livelihoods, and the degree
to which these are enforceable depends on the support from the local community as well as
the extent of fishing pressure from non-local fishers. Local people regularly cite a lack of
awareness of regulations and fishing pressure from non-local fishers as impediments to MPA
regulations within this research. Various policy commentators from the regional to the
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national scales recognize the inherent issues with fisheries regulation enforcement in
Vietnam. Much effort has been directed towards improving this situation from donor funds
to line ministries and their programs. However these efforts cannot counter the force of 20
million coastal people with part dependence on fisheries resources for their livelihoods.
Thus a lack of awareness or regulations, or illegal fishing by non-locals could easily be
excuses for “we have no other choice”, or “if we do not access the benefits from our local
coastal resources, then others will”. It is difficult to create a sense of local responsibility for
coastal resources when no local ownership is recognized or enforced, and when benefits
from conservation efforts can be just as easily extracted by non-local fishers as by locals.

The tension between livelihoods and biodiversity conservation objectives remained
unresolved in both case study sites, and would continue to be debated in and through
practice in the absence of any leadership by MPA managers to clarify these tensions. While
the intention to provide livelihoods support was well-meaning, it often shifted the focus of
an MPA away from its biodiversity conservation objectives. This effect of alternative
livelihoods was forewarned in chapter 2 that “such approaches often serve as an
unsustainable incentive which deter or distract communities from more effective resource
management” (Govan, et al., 2009, p. 13). In a country like Vietnam where rural people with
limited education are always on the lookout for a new livelihood opportunity, it is very easy
for a conservation project to be perceived as an opportunity to obtain livelihoods assistance.
Such expectations influenced the demands placed on MPA projects by surrounding
communities, often shifting the focus of the MPA’s operations to this area. While the
connection between an MPA and livelihoods support is logical, too much focus in this area
could draw resources and attention away from conservation objectives. The MPA draws
these objectives together but does not provide a solution to the competition between them,
lending support for MPA projects to address “double sustainability” that ensures both the
sustainability of people’s livelihood as well as the sustainability of biodiversity, in order to
pursue a more sound notion of conservation (Cernea, 2006, p. 25) .

Alternative Livelihoods
Alternative livelihoods rarely work as true “alternatives” due to households’ preference and
practice to undertake multiple livelihoods. The findings of this research concur with the
initial position referred in chapter 2 that “ ‘alternative livelihood programs’ aimed at
stakeholders currently involved in destructive activities… are ineffective and largely rejected
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by local communities” (UNEP, 2004, p. 17). The inherent problem within the
compensation/substitution approach is that it assumes that most poor households have a
fixed income need and that if this need can be met, then the poor will stop their
environmentally destructive practices (Brandon & Wells, 1992, p. 561). In the case of fishingrelated livelihoods, the concept of alternative livelihoods is a false premise as fishing is
difficult to replace and there are many limitations to replacing it. Even if households did not
seek to undertake multiple livelihoods in places with high dependency on fisheries-related
income, there are often limited options for non-fishing related income. Options for
alternative livelihoods are limited by external factors such as geography or locally available
resources, or internal factors at work within a household such as education or risk aversion.
These factors combine to limit the number of additional livelihood scenarios that are able to
operate at any given location and community. When these factors change, so too can the
success of an alternative livelihood activity, such as when input prices rise.

Tourism is often proposed to be a livelihood saviour by MPA specialists, but evidence from
this research suggested that this was far from the case. So why was tourism continually cited
as “the answer” to MPA-related livelihoods? Tourism is a firmly entrenched component of
the “toolkit” approach to MPA implementation and is promoted as an alternative livelihood
option in many of the “how to build an MPA” instruction manuals. A critique revealing the
questionable income-generating potential of tourism would reduce the credibility of such
approaches and undermine the case that livelihood impacts caused by MPAs can be offset
by new livelihoods development.

At the time of this research, tourism’s capacity to

contribute to alternative livelihoods around MPAs in Vietnam was limited as the domestic
tourism market was more focused on mainstream tourism products, not eco- or communityfocused forms of tourism. The development of these projects and up skilling of local people
to participate in them is a lengthy process, which means they cannot be a true alternative in
the short or mid-term. While coastal tourism expanded significantly during my research, the
benefits from tourism observed at my case study sites were largely unrelated to MPA
interventions, and more commonly the result of broader aquarian change forces. Tourism
needs to be viewed as subject to influence by these broader influences when considered for
inclusion in a livelihoods support program.
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Co-Management and Community Based Management
Community-based approaches to MPA management mobilised much greater participation
and connection to marine conservation than more traditional government MPA
management. The cost of these approaches was the length of time needed to implement
them and the limited geographic impact they had on the ground. These approaches went
against the government-favoured trend to implement more traditional co-management
approaches in new projects. Operating outside of the government context in Vietnam comes
at a price, and the NGO that implemented community-based management was not always
looked upon favourably by national government representatives. However the lack of
connection to government granted the NGO freedom to choose the style of development
intervention favoured by its management, rather than the government-sponsored approach
of the time. This led to greater respect from international donors who preferred to fund
what they perceived to be more progressive approaches. By comparison, provincial
government projects were likely to be judged by external donors negatively for using
“traditional” management approaches of government, with all the accompanying costs
associated with a project’s progress through government bureaucracy.

Compliance and Enforcement
The success of MPAs is heavily dependent on the effectiveness of enforcement, as the
degree of surrounding fishing pressure is so great. At the time of my research, MPA
enforcement efforts were wobbly at best in terms of outcome, although much good
intention was demonstrated on the whole. A lack of effective enforcement undermines local
confidence in the MPA and its potential to deliver any benefits, which in turn could result in
a lack of local respect for the MPA and failure to comply with regulations. Once the
connection between MPA implementation and local benefit is firmly established, then the
MPA has a chance to become a valued component of the local landscape. While the MPA’s
position wavers between source of benefit and regulatory impost, local community support
will do the same.

The mobility of fishing effort evident during this research illustrates how large scale this
policy problem is, and that small scale solutions focussing on discrete areas cannot stop the
impact of mobile fishing effort moving “through” a protected area. Enforcement education
at the local scale, working with the local communities that live around MPAs, also cannot
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impact upon such fishers who remain out of reach of localised education campaigns. The
Government of Vietnam appears to be trapped by its commitment to act “for the people”
when it comes to reduction in effort in small scale fisheries, as it appears to be unwilling to
introduce management measures that would result in effort reduction in near-shore
fisheries. It is also hampered by the futility of introducing new regulatory measures that are
known to be unenforceable, despite the desires of donors who fund fisheries reform in
Vietnam in subsequent funding cycles.

Efforts at MPA enforcement in Vietnam were hampered by a “perfect storm” of noncompliance caused by the open access nature of coastal resources, large volume of coastal
populations and their livelihood needs, and absence of livelihood alternatives. These results
are relevant outside of the context of Vietnam as other countries experiencing similar
population pressures in coastal zones and fishing livelihood dependence of coastal
communities are likely to face similar limitations on the success of enforcement.

Environmental Values
Households are motivated by their own household financial goals in their livelihood
decisions, not by the biodiversity conservation goals of MPAs. Environmental education in
Vietnam is still in its infancy; where campaign messages are becoming widespread around
issues such as bear bile consumption and endangered species conservation, there is a long
way to go before the aspirational middle class realigns its view away from conspicuous
consumption and towards a more conservation-oriented set of values.

Attitudes towards environmental management and conservation in Vietnam are less positive
at the regional scale than what international donors and NGOs would prefer. While cultural
attitudes toward environmental protection may change in urban populations in the near
future, such change will take a lot longer in the rural areas where a high dependence on
natural resources persists. It may be possible to educate local people about the need to
value and conserve marine resources, but it will take much longer for other viable livelihood
options to become available in many coastal areas and reduce the dependence on fisheries
resources.
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Lessons for Future MPA Policy and Practice
Implementing Livelihoods Support
As previously noted, advocates of MPAs have tended to extol their potential value in
socioeconomic terms without sufficient recognition that their establishment can generate
deep resentment in communities that find themselves excluded from resources to which
they have traditionally had access (Garaway & Esteban, 2002, p. 5). The fact that alternative
livelihoods do not easily work as alternatives needs to be better translated to the literature
on MPA practice, as the promotion of the alternative concept can create false expectations
about what it can deliver on the ground. New MPA projects may commence with the
assumption that local people’s livelihoods can and should be replaced by non-fishing income
sources. MPA projects will have much greater chance of success if they start with more
realistic goals around livelihood diversification at the outset. The example of tourism has
shown that the likelihood of success of any particular additional livelihood also needs to be
carefully evaluated against local communities’ capacities and the limitations of their
surrounding geographical context. Appropriate adaptive management options are needed to
accommodate performance based feedback resulting from the trial and error of livelihoods
interventions, as well as better use of social information to improve MPA evaluation (Cernea
& Schmidt-Soltau, 2006). If the management culture does not facilitate such adaptation,
then it may prove difficult to make changes during a project. The same applies if staff are
not trained in implementing adaptive management in NRM.

Where livelihoods programs are supported around MPAs, they need long term support to be
sustainable, not only for the short term duration of a project. Coastal areas are under
increasing competing demands from forces such as coastal development, which leads to
rising costs of living on surrounding local communities and increasing competition for land
and coastal resources.

Such broader aquarian change forces leave poorly educated and

resourced coastal people at the margins of livelihoods change. Longer term support would
help local people with limited education and diversity of livelihood experience to better
compete against such forces.

This research has demonstrated that, in Vietnam, there is a clear expectation held by
regional communities that they should be able to receive benefits from their local
environment. While this expectation has connections to the Vietnam Government’s history
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of acting “for the people” and the influence of this in the provision of government
compensation, it could equally apply to MPAs located outside of Vietnam where the local
people have historical dependence on coastal resources. Expectations of benefits in return
for participation and as compensation for MPA restrictions need to be seen as a part of the
local cultural context when there are not well-established environmental values to motivate
participation. Donor-funded projects are also widely recognised in Vietnam to be potential
distributors of benefits, and this fact can also influence local expectations. New MPA
projects in Vietnam need to work with these expectations, and those outside of Vietnam
need to consider the possibility of its relevance at their site.

Figure 12: Bai Lang Village and Bai Chong Beach, Cu Lao Cham
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Figure 13: Trao Reef guardhouse and Van Hung seafront

Livelihoods support programs can also come at a price when interest payments are a
condition of credit provision for new livelihoods. This raises a broader moral question about
who pays the cost of MPAs. Is it acceptable for local communities in developing countries
such as Vietnam to bear the costs of global marine conservation targets? Even when donors
try to offset these costs, the implementing national government may not pass along all of
the assistance that was intended to the local people. It must be recognised that in countries
like Vietnam, the local and regional authorities do not employ the same set of ethics around
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enforcing costs onto communities as intended by donors. Governments have many reasons
for appearing to align with donor preference in policy, the capacity to obtain funding being a
significant motivator in the case of Vietnam (Gainsborough, 2010). Donors may find
themselves powerless to intervene on an “imperfect translation” (Mosse, 2004) that results
in adverse impacts upon the local community (such as interest charges on loans that were
intended to be grants, as in the case of CLC), once the money is handed over.

Implementing Co-Management
The use of community-based approaches should be done with full awareness of their cost in
terms of time and limited area of impact, and the choice of such approaches should
represent a good “fit” with the MPA’s objectives and specificities of a particular site. Any
form of co-management needs to fit with the existing power structure, and not all of the
gatekeepers of this structure will be welcoming of such change. Community-based
approaches are naturally the most “foreign” in the context of Vietnam, in that they go
against the grain of traditional management approaches. However any form of comanagement must consider the same issue, as well as the potential to upset the traditional
networks of patronage that perpetuate existing power structures. As noted by Gainsborough
(2010), everyone in Vietnam owes their position to someone, placing them in a hierarchical
relationship that comes with debts and obligations. The machinations of power that occur
between the national and provincial levels of government in Vietnam are also a significant
“local” factor to be carefully managed. In such contexts, these factors need to be addressed
honestly in the project design and implementation phase to find a path to acceptance by
local power brokers.

Co-management in Vietnam may also face opposition by those who lack respect for
compliance with resource use rules. Thus it needs support from those in positions of
government power as much as from the local community. As noted in chapter 2, MPAs
established without broad public support may be vulnerable to dismantling when politics
shift, or not be created in the first place (Nowlis & Freelander, 2004, p. 129). In the context
of Vietnam, it is important to consider to the local interpretation of who constitutes the
broad public and who will give support to a proposed arrangement, and who may be in a
position of power to undermine it if their support is lacking. The many limitations to the
development and implementation of co-management in Vietnam need to be acknowledged
and addressed openly. The development of locally appropriate co-management may not

275

always meet donor expectations of what textbook co-management should look like, but if it
works with the local context and its limitations, then it has a greater chance of long term
success and should not be discouraged as a result.

Efforts to develop co-management in Vietnam should not be made with any kind of false
hope about the potential for greater widespread “democratisation” with the emerging
market economy in Vietnam, as its development does not preclude the perpetuation of the
current system of government. Many commentators are reporting that the Communist Party
of Vietnam does not appear to be relinquishing any overall power, merely changing the way
that the game is played (Gainsborough, 2010; Hayton, 2010). The newly emerging
mechanisms of governance are less likely to be about loosening state control than about
changing the way that control operates, while permitting change that the government is
willing to make to enable economic development to occur. Gainsborough(2010, p. 176)
suggests that there will be a further gradual evolution of the state drawing on diverse inputs,
where “….external forces will never completely swamp internal ones”. With due regard for
limitations to co-management within and the need to adapt model approaches to the
context of Vietnam, participatory forms of aquatic resource management may take root
through “…the mixing of external or indigenous ideas and practices” (ibid.).

Project Reporting in Vietnam
Many local cultural practices influence how development projects are reported in Vietnam.
The hierarchy within government agencies makes it difficult for staff to report critical
feedback on what does not work with on-ground implementation. This was evident in both
co-management and livelihoods interventions around MPAs in my research. Reporting
practices often favour positive stories, while results perceived as negative tend not to be
reported or documented. Vietnamese government officers tend not to have existing skills in
the kinds of monitoring and evaluation practices favoured by donors, and often do not have
the workplace culture in government that rewards or encourages this kind of reporting.
Officers who are trained in such reporting might still be encouraged to write favourable
reports to ensure future funding supply. These factors influence the version of events that is
reported in MPA outcomes.

The style of monitoring and evaluation also influences the potential for longer term change
in livelihoods practice. Where project plans require that a list of sub-components is
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implemented, what can eventuate is a “tick off” approach to their fulfilment that fails to
capture the lessons learned in practice. The potential for this to occur exists equally inside
and outside of Vietnam, and as such has implications for MPA practice more broadly as it
may result in the failure to achieve livelihoods change and to contribute to the broader
knowledge base of this area of MPA practice.

Policy Implications
The transfer of model approaches between sites can be laden with assumptions about their
applicability outside of the location in which they are developed. Where an adaptive
approach to implementation is employed that permits local specificities to be
accommodated, then a model has more chance of being locally relevant. If staff lack the
skills to achieve this, or their management does not support it, then such transfer may be
fraught. This is particularly relevant to alternative livelihoods; at the time of this research the
provision of lists of “model” livelihoods was commonplace, and many staff lacked
experience in implementing livelihoods interventions that may have enabled them to adapt
these approaches. Models can also be a component of donor requirements for a project –
the logic of such a fixed and inflexible approach needs to be questioned if donors want to
achieve a lasting return on their conservation investment.

The fine scale focus of MPA management has limited broader regional scope, yet the
greatest problems faced by MPAs operate at such broader scales (for example, fishing effort,
which is mobile both across and within regions). MPAs need to be supported by national
programs that build capacity with enforcement, or they may not be able to achieve their
marine conservation objectives. Thus national MPA management needs to be linked
horizontally to other relevant policy areas such as coastal fisheries management. Donor
trends in funding do not always seek to establish such horizontal connections, or face
limitations in doing so where one policy area lies within the remit of a different national
ministry.

What Future for MPAs in Vietnam?
Trends in broader regional development processes are a significant influence on MPAs in
Vietnam, and the way that new development is assessed and managed for its environmental
impact (or not if the case may be) will determine the success of future MPA interventions as
much as the reduction of small scale fishing effort. Case history at other MPA sites such as
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Nha Trang Bay and Ha Long Bay has shown how easily and rapidly Vietnam’s marine estate is
being severely impacted by near-shore pollution and sedimentation. Vietnam’s national and
provincial governments need to recognise the potential impact of coastal development on
near-shore habitat condition, and reflect this within development assessment and
management processes implemented by government.

During the time of my research, it was evident that provincial management authorities were
focused on securing the livelihoods of today, whereas external agents of change were
focused on long term livelihoods sustainability in the coastal zone. Through this, livelihoods
management becomes a site of contestation between different policy positions – between
Vietnamese government and non-government agents, between government and
international influences, and between policy as written and policy in practice. Regional
management authorities are trying to capture as much benefit from the coastal
development boom as possible, and this is an overarching influence upon coastal
conservation initiatives. Doors are going to be opened for coastal development, it’s just a
case of how much coastal amenity, biodiversity and local livelihoods are changed in the
process. This reality will persist in the future of MPAs in Vietnam for some time to come, as
the allure of benefit from coastal development is a much greater influence on provincial
government authorities than conservation.

Neither management approach employed within the case studies presented here was able
to overcome the difficulties presented by external forces of aquarian change such as
increased fishing pressure, decreasing fish stocks, and competing coastal land uses. Small
scale MPA interventions struggle against a backdrop of large scale aquarian change in the
coastal zone - of barely regulated and overcapacity coastal fisheries in Vietnam, and a tidal
wave of other surrounding forces such as globalisation of international seafood commodity
chains, development impacts, and habitat destruction. The speed of changes resulting from
aquarian transition forces makes it difficult to develop, test and adapt new management
approaches in time to reduce the impact of the broader changes occurring today. The
weight of these forces should have justified the need for better national intervention in 2007
that was otherwise slow and lacking. The cynical could consider the national government’s
interest in decentralisation of fisheries through co-management was merely a buck-passing
exercise to deal with a problem it already knew to be near-impossible to resolve.
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The issues with enforcement of regulations in Vietnam need to be more fully considered in
future MPAs. This was a recurring theme throughout my research, in relation to both MPAs
and fisheries regulations in general. Fishing effort along Vietnam’s coast is highly mobile, and
fishers using highly effective fishing methods often fish down or clean out one location
before moving on to another. This established pattern of fishing is incompatible with locally
established and reinforced marine conservation goals. It may be optimistic to assume that
large scale change in regulatory enforcement capacity is likely within this context, however
without some change in this area, boundarised methods of conservation will remain subject
to challenge by non-local fishers. MPA goals need to be set with a realistic view of what
enforcement is possible given local constraints in this regard.

Despite all the challenges faced by MPAs in Vietnam, they have still managed to forge ahead
and achieve change. The long duration of this research project has enabled me to see
change with my own eyes that I never would have believed possible at the outset. Small
changes in important government policy can be game changers to livelihoods and MPAs, the
change to the Border Guard policy and massive influx in tourists to CLC being examples.

it may be

possible to build stronger environmental values among these new coastal

recreationists and tourists and increase popular support for marine conservation if the
concern for local environmental values demonstrated around Hanoi’s Reunification Park
(Wells-Dang, 2010) or lack of environmental regulation around industrial development
(O'Rourke, 2004) can be extended to the marine realm. Not everyone believes it possible:
the more cynical proclaim that “Vietnam still has some beautiful places and some amazing
wildlife. See them before they’re gone”(Hayton, 2010, p. 3665). It is partly dependent on
how long it takes the upcoming generation to value and campaign for the environmental
quality of their homeland. They are a large generation and the impact of their values is only
just beginning to be realised as they start to flex their muscles of influence. A change in
middle class attitudes towards marine conservation does not however guarantee that
coastal people will have other livelihood options to draw their household income needs
from. The tension between large rural coastal populations’ livelihood needs and marine
conservation goals may thus persist despite attitudinal change among other sectors of the
Vietnamese population. Thus the need remains for conservationists to balance the
legitimate claims of local communities with a larger social claim on biodiversity (2010).
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Livelihood opportunities remain limited in rural coastal areas and subject to both positive
and negative influence of broader aquarian transitions. Where coastal people were able to
benefit from new livelihood opportunities there was a feeling of optimism about the future,
the new tourist businesses observed in 2010 and the more successful fish sauce
manufacturers on Cu Lao Cham in 2007 being obvious examples. Where communities were
struggling to manage their livelihoods in the face of broader scale impacts, as in the case of
the lobster farmers of Trao Reef/Van Hung commune, they expressed reservations about
their ability to “…survive, now and in the future”47.

The Significance of the Research
This thesis contributes to the literature on livelihood management in the coastal zone, to
both MPA and fisheries management practice. It highlights the interconnectedness of
coastal livelihoods as they ebb and flow from the coastline out into the ocean and up into
adjacent inland areas. The thesis draws specific attention to alternative livelihoods
management, and the findings in this area will have relevance to any case where livelihood
substitution is being considered beyond the focal points of MPAs and Vietnam. At the macro
scale, it contributes an important critical focus to the use of model approaches to natural
resource management, and the role that international donors play in forcing the
implementation of these approaches in developing countries. In this regard, it also
contributes to the methodological literature as an example of ethnography of development
institutions, an example of how experience-from-practice may contribute to the greater
literature by documenting the experiences and key lessons from development practice.

Implications for Future Research
This research has shown how multi-sited and multi-scaled institutional ethnography reveals
how MPA policy and practice are implemented on the ground, to get behind the curtain of
government and donor rhetoric about project achievements. As such, it supports the future
employment of similar research approaches for similar research scenarios where the aim is
to reveal what happens beneath the gloss and spin of project monitoring and evaluation.
This research approach captures the lessons learned from project implementation that are
often lost in the passage of time; the less than success stories shared quietly by

47

This quote was used in chapter 5 and was quoted as the concern of the Trao Reef lobster farmers by one of the
scientific advisers working with MCD.
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implementing agents, the failures reported in the grey literature, the knowledge of project
staff that remains otherwise undocumented, the practices of Government officers that can
only be observed up close and in person, and the gossip that only local people with a long
history of connection to a place and a keen eye for detail can provide.

This research

approach draws on all these sources of information and is made possible by the cultivation
of relationships at multiple sites and scales, and across longer term research timeframes.

Future patterns of donor support for new MPAs in Vietnam will provide new material to
examine how national MPA policy and practice are executed, where donor influence is
evident or where more decidedly “local” forms of management prevail. Over time, the NGO
landscape can also be expected to change as the Government of Vietnam allows different
practices by non-government agents. With greater environmental education initiatives will
come greater environmental awareness, and exploring the success of such education at the
regional scale away from the urban middle class is worthy of greater investigation.

The implementation of national co-management policy is an area of specific interest for
future research, particularly documenting how co-management adapts to operating within
“the void” of national to provincial government processes. Future research into how donors
attempt to implement preferred management approaches through new governance
arrangements is also relevant to aquatic resource governance in Vietnam. New donors will
emerge over time, and their forms of donor governance will differ from those before them
as they seek to overcome the limitations of past donor funded project performance. The
role of “model” approaches to natural resource management problems will continue to bear
fruit in future research as their popularity is unlikely to change in the short term, as it is a
consequence of many influencing factors in Vietnam that will take time to fade as they are
replaced by more powerful foreign and modern influences on the educational and cultural
landscape.
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Appendix 1: Summary of field Work Activities
APPENDIX TABLE 1: FIELD TRIPS ASSOCIATED WITH CLC MPA CASE STUDY

date

Field trip location Field trip purpose

9–
13/1/07

CLC MPA office,
Hoi An city,
Quang Nam
Province
CLC communities

12 –
18/3/07

1–
4/4/07
21 –
28/6/07

816/7/07

17 25/7/07

CLC communities
CLC communities
CLC project
office, Hoi An
City, Quang Nam
Province
Quang Nam
Province south to
Phan Thiet (Ninh
Thuan Province) return
CLC communities

26/7 –
9/8/07

CLC communities

24/8 –
1/9/07

Danang city,
central Vietnam

22/10 –
8/11/07

Hoi An city,
Quang Nam

To hold discussions about my research
proposal with the MPA project office
staff

Number of
Participants
5

To participate in community-based
project activities being implemented
by the community development officer
(fish sauce production training, fish
sauce producers association meeting,
garbage management training)
To continue participation with the
community garbage training
To enable visit of my academic
supervisor to this field site.

20

Fish sauce production group study tour
of south-central coast fish sauce
producers.

15

Participation with business planning
surveys of fish sauce and dried fish
producers implemented by the MPA
community development officer.
Household surveys of fish sauce and
dried fish producers exploring my
research themes
Participation with sustainable tourism
training for CLC MPA, facilitated by
NOAA and the LMPA Authority
Attendance of regional meetings about
MPA management; participation with

35
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20
20

35

20

45

Province

15 –
CLC communities
18/12/07

design of PRA survey for CLC
communities; participation with
NOAA/LMPA Authority training for
development of management plan for
CLC MPA
Participation with community survey
facilitated by the CLC MPA community
development officer

35

APPENDIX TABLE 2: FIELD TRIPS ASSOCIATED WITH MCD CASE STUDY

Date

Field trip location

5–
8/2/07

MCD project site
Trao Reef, and
offices in Nha
Trang City, Khanh
Hoa Province
MCD project site
Trao Reef, Khanh
Hoa Province
MCD project site,
Nam Dinh
Province, Red River
Delta
MCD project site
Trao Reef, and
offices in Nha
Trang City, Khanh
Hoa Province;
workshops in
Hanoi
Nha Trang City,
Khanh Hoa
Province

17 –
19/6/07
29 –
30/9/07

1–
5/10/07

58/12/07

Field trip purpose
To conduct a preliminary field trip
with my academic supervisor

To participate in trial eco-tour activity
with MCD staff and representatives
from regional tourism agencies
To visit MCD’s northern ecotourismfocussed field site, a model for
expansion of ecotourism at their
Khanh Hoa project site
Host site visit by co-management
expert Bob Pomeroy and LMMA
coordinator Mike Gilbeaux.
Commenced with a strategic planning
workshop in Hanoi, followed by field
site visit, and wrap-up workshop in
Hanoi.
Participation in Trao Reef
Management plan development
workshop with MCD volunteers, staff,
and local representatives.
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Number of
Participants
20

40

30

20

15

APPENDIX TABLE 3: DETAILS OF OFFICE-BASED WORK ON MCD PROJECTS

Date

Location

Purpose of work

1/5 –
1/6/07
24 –
28/8/07

Hanoi

17 –
30/11/07

Hanoi

Assistance with development of the fish
associations project with MCD staff
Remote assistance with design of 200
household community survey around the
Ran Trao marine reserve
Assistance with planning for management
plan development workshop

Danang
city

Number of
Participants
5
5

5

APPENDIX TABLE 4: FIELD TRIPS TO OTHER STUDY SITES

Date
24 –
26/1/07

5–
16/4/07

9–
14/11/09

Field trip
location
Van Don
Island,
Quang
Ninh
Province
Phu Quoc
Island, Kien
Giang
Province

Cat Ba
Island, Hai
Phong

Field trip purpose
To accompany IUCN field site visit to nontimber forest products project sites

To participate in ‘training the trainers’
course with MPA leadership trainees,
followed by MPA management training
course with local MPA provincial managers,
run by LMPA (national MPA management
agency) and NOAA, the US Government
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
service.
Participation as IUCN observer with
community survey of affected communities
adjacent to Cat Ba Island as component of
North Tonkin Archipelago IUCN project.
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Number of
Participants
30

30

30

