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VIET NAM IN THE CONTEXT OF SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT AND RIO+20 CONFERENCE

Sustainable development

A useful definition of sustainable 
development is “development 

that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own 
needs.”1  

This definition contains two impor-
tant ideas. First of all, the concept of 
needs, particularly the essential needs 
of the poor, and secondly, the concept 
of limitations – that is limitations on 
the environment’s abilities to meet 
present and future needs.

Sustainable development requires us 
to see the world as an interlinked sys-
tem in terms of space and time. For ex-
ample, emissions from cement facto-
ries in Hai Duong and Hai Phong have 
not just been affecting the atmosphere 
in the areas they are located, but also 
of rural residential areas nearby. In 
terms of time, climate change has so 
far been caused by greenhouse gas 
emissions due to past and recent in-
dustrial development. Current green-
house gas emissions have reached a 
dangerous threshold and this will have 
serious consequences for the next gen-
erations. 

In 1972 the world recognized two 
sustainable development problems: 
(i) the life-sustaining role of the bio-
sphere was at risk from open-ended 
consumption of natural resources; and 
(ii) the urgent cause for environmental 
protection could not be isolated from 
the development right of less deve-
loped and developing countries. 

Then in 1987 a significant report on 
sustainable development by the World 
Commission on Environment and De-
velopment proposed the above-men-

1  This definition is from the 1987 Brundtland Report 
(Our Common Future report) of the World Commis-
sion on Environment and Development (WCED), cur-
rently known as the Brundtland Commission.

tioned definition of sustainable de-
velopment. The preface of the report 
stressed that “the ‘environment’ is 
where we all live; and ‘development’ 
is what we all do in attempting to im-
prove our lot within that abode. The 
two are inseparable.” 

Five years later, in 1992, the first Unit-
ed Nations Conference on Environ-
ment and Development, also known 
as the Earth Summit, was held in Rio 
de Janeiro, and the agenda for envi-
ronment and development in the 21st 
century (Agenda 21) was adopted. 
This was an action plan related to sus-
tainable development, including the 
Rio Declaration on Environment and 
Development. Agenda 21 affirmed 
that sustainable development must be 
defined by the integration and balance 
of three development pillars – the 
economy, society and the environment 
– in order to achieve consumption re-
duction, social justice, biodiversity 
preservation and restoration. 

Forests and sustainable development

Forests play a vital role in sustainable 
development and the fight against cli-
mate change. According to the World 
Bank, there are over 1.6 billion peo-
ple (accounting for 23 percent of the 
world’s population) who depend on 
forests for their livelihoods. The for-
est product industry also generates 
jobs and is making contributions to 
economic growth in many countries 
across the world. Together with the 
United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme and the UN Food and Agricul-
ture Organization, the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) is 
directly supporting 16 countries, in-
cluding Viet Nam, to implement pro-
grammes on reducing emissions from 
deforestation and forest degradation 
(UN REDD), thereby also helping to 
preserve the vital role of forest. 

Rio+20 Conference

Twenty years since the first UN Con-
ference on Environment and Deve-
lopment, the third Conference was 

again held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 
The Conference is also refered to as 
Rio+20 or Earth Summit 2012 and 
took place from 20-22 June. The ob-
jectives of the conference are (i) to 
achieve new political commitments 
for sustainable development; and (ii) 
to assess the achievement of sustain-
able development objectives and pro-
pose solutions to the new global chal-
lenges. 

The Rio+20 conference focused on 
two main themes: (i) Green economy 
in the context of sustainable develop-
ment and povery eradication, and (ii) 
Institutional frameworks for sustain-
able development – or governance for 
sustainable development at global, re-
gional, national, and local levels. The 
preparations for the Conference have 
emphasized seven priority areas: jobs, 
energy, sustainable cities, food secu-
rity and sustainable agriculture, water, 
oceans and disaster readiness.

Rio+20 provides a chance to rethink 
sustainable development globally so 
that people can act locally for a com-
mon secure future. 

a. Green economy in the context of 
sustainable development and poverty 
eradication

It is time for the world to review the 
traditional development model which 
is based on fossil fuel consumption. 
This ‘exploitation, production, emis-
sion’ model has revealed many flaws 
and is a major contributing factor to 
climate change. Resources are becom-
ing limited and if we continue along 
this path there will be nothing left for 
future generations. 

A ‘green economy’ is defined in dif-
ferent ways by different organiza-
tions. Yet there are similarities among 
the definitions. For instance, that 
growth should not only be measured 
by GDP but should also take into ac-
count environmental and societal fac-
tors. A green economy in the context 
of sustainable development and pov-
erty eradication needs to protect and 

Setsuko Yamasaki, 
Country Director, The United Nations 
Development Programme in Viet Nam
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improve natural resources, increase 
resource efficiency, promote sustain-
able production and consumption, and 
promote low carbon development. 

A green economy will help create 
more green jobs. According to calcula-
tions in 2009, the EU and the US have 
created around 2 – 3.5 million jobs in 
green building sector. China has cre-
ated 10 million jobs in recycling and 
renewable energy, with annual rev-
enue of 17 billion USD. These figures 
show how a green economy can help 
create green growth and green jobs. 
This should be the sustainable devel-
opment strategy in future.

Looking ahead, markets for green 
products and technologies will be de-
veloped as there are profits to be made 
from the sale of these. This will create 
opportunities for leading enterprises 
with large investment abilities. En-
terprises in developing countries will 
also need to gradually change their 
business strategies to keep pace with 
this trend. 

b. Institutional frameworks for sus-
tainable development

 The institutional framework for 
sustainable development is an inter-
governmental mechanism to address 

the “governance” issue of sustainable 
development at the global level. One 
of the likely outcomes of the Rio+20 
conference will be a high-level inter-
governmental panel charged with 
monitoring the planet’s progress to-
wards sustainability. 

To enhance good governance of the 
sustainable development area there is 
a need to ensure that the global com-
munity repects and adheres to the 
27 principles agreed in the 1992 Rio 
Declaration. Secondly, a specific tasks 
and responsibilities must be assigned 
to international bodies, including UN 
National Asembly, UN committees, 
UN organizations. Finally, undertake 
some critical reforms are needed to 
ensure the best possible governance 
mechanism for sustainable develop-
ment, for example there is a clear set 
of simple and measurable key indica-
tors for sustainable development. 

UNDP has coordinated closely with 
the Ministry of Planning and Invest-
ment which is the leading government 
agency preparing for and participating 
in the Rio+20 conference. Two reports 
are being prepared for Rio. One report 
looks at sustainable development in 
Viet Nam over the past 20 years and 
the other looks at best practice exam-

ples of sustainable development. Viet 
Nam and Bangladesh have also co-
organized a green growth side event at 
the conference. 

Viet Nam and sustainable develop-
ment

Viet Nam is actively pursuing the 
principle of sustainable development 
and has issued policies and legal docu-
ments on sustainable development and 
environmental protection. The most 
important of these is the “Orientation 
for sustainable development strategy 
in Viet Nam” (also known as Agenda 
21 for Viet Nam) issued by the Gov-
ernment in 2004, and followed by an 
Agenda 21 for each sector and prov-
ince. This policy document has meant 
a more systematic, comprehensive 
and effective implementation of sus-
tainable development activities in Viet 
Nam. 

Sustainable development has also 
been clearly defined in the Party’s  
documents and in the Socio-economic 
Development Strategy. For instance, 
documents from the IXth National 
Congress of the Viet Nam Commu-
nist Party state that: “Fast, efficient 
and sustainable development and eco-
nomic growth are accompanied with 
progress, social justice and environ-
mental protection.” Likewise, in the 
current Socio-economic Development 
Strategy it is emphasized that: “Fast 
development is coupled with sustain-
able development; sustainable de-
velopment is a requirement that runs 
through the strategy.” 

Viet Nam’s Council for Sustainable 
Development, chaired by a Deputy 
Prime Minister, includes 30 represen-
tatives from the National Assembly, 
government agencies, ministries, civil 
society, businesses and business orga-
nizations and mass media agencies. 
The Council’s functions are to pro-
vide professional advice, assisting the 
Prime Minister to implement the sus-
tainable development strategy and to 
monitor and evaluate the implementa-
tion of Agenda 21. 

The Viet Nam Business Council for 
Sustainable Development was set up 
by the Viet Nam Chamber of Com-
merce and Industry. It act as a bridge 
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between government agencies and the business sector and helps the two 
groups to share information and reflect on the requirements of busi-
nesses during implementation of Agenda 21.

Viet Nam is also developing its Green Growth Strategy for the period 
2011-2020, with a vision to 2050. The strategy will focus on (i) insti-
tutional improvements to encourage resource efficiency; (ii) new tech-
nologies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions; and (iii) development of 
green infrastructure and environmentally friendly lifestyles. Viet Nam 
defines green growth as “the process of restructuring economic activi-
ties and infrastructure in order to obtain better results from investments 
in natural, human and financial resources, while reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions, exploiting and using less natural resources, creating less 
waste and reducing social injustices.”

In addition, Viet Nam is one of 16 countries taking part in the UN Pro-
gramme on Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Deg-
radation (UN REDD). The UN REDD programme in Viet Nam has 
achieved many results. It has also provided other countries with ex-
perience and lessons learned on how to implement REDD, such as the 
process of Free, Prior and Informed Consent consultations based on the 
right to self-determination, rights related to land, territories and resourc-
es, right to culture and right to anti-discrimination, as well as lessons 
learnt on the REDD benefit distribution system.

There are a number of other sustainable development projects in Viet 
Nam. For example, a UNDP project, funded by the Global Environ-
ment Fund, has worked with small- and medium-sized enterprises on 
energy saving, focusing on five different sectors. One of these was the 
ceremics sector. Working with ceramic enterprises in Bat Trang, the 
project brought tangible benefits to the businesses, workers and citizens 
in terms of a more clean environment, better health protection and job 
creation. It also helped the businesses to improve their products, thereby 
earning more profit. 

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) contin-
ues to work closely with the Government and people of Viet 
Nam to foster sustainable development. UNDP has, for in-
stance, helped the Government to formulate the orientation 
for the sustainable development strategy, adopted in 2004, 
and to pilot sustainable development models in various 
sectors and provinces. 

Dr. Nguyễn Nghĩa Biên
Director, Department of Planning & Finance, 
Viet Nam Administration of Forestry, MARD

1. Sustainable development

Sustainable development concept 
which was officially recognized in 

1987 by Our Common Future Report 
of the World Commission on Environ-
ment and Development (WCED) is 
“the development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs”. The overall 
objective of sustainable development 
is to meet demands for material and 
spiritual life, social justices and con-
sensus, the harmonization of human 
and nature. The development should 
be in harmonized and close connection 
with 3 aspects which are economic 
development, social development and 
environmental protection. Sustain-
able development is the urgent need 
and inevitable trend in the evolution 
of human society. It was affirmed by 
Rio de Janeiro Statement on environ-
ment and development (in 1992), in-
cluding 27 fundamental principles and 
the Agenda 21. At the World Summit 
on Sustainable Development (2002) 
in Johannesburg, those principles and 
the Agenda 21 on sustainable develop-
ment were reaffirmed and committed 
to full implementation.  

20 years after the first Earth Summit 
held in Rio, the United Nations Con-
ference on Sustainable Development 
(known as Rio+20) was held again in 
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil in June, 2012. 

2. The Forest Protection and Devel-
opment Plan (2011 – 2020) 

Forestry is a material production sec-
tor and provides public services (en-
vironment, relaxation, etc,.) to soci-
ety. In the context of global climate 
change causing sea level rise, Viet 
Nam is predicted as one of the coun-
tries to be affected severely. Roles of 
forestry, thus, become more and more 
important in environmental protection 
and climate change adaptation. 

Recognizing this matter, during the 
implementation of the 5 Million 

The support of UNDP mainly focuses on capacity building, institutional 
and policy development. For example, support to the development of the 
Law on Environmental Protection (2005), the Law on Biodiversity Con-
servation (2008), as well as the ten-year strategies (2001-2010 and 2011-
2020) and five-year plans for natural resources and the environment. An 
excellent example in environmental protection is the support to thedioxin 
remediation in three dioxin hot spots – Bien Hoa (Dong Nai), Da Nang 
and Phu Cat (Binh Dinh).

In the area of climate change, UNDP has supported policy development 
such as the National Target Programme to Respond to Climate Change 
(2008), the Climate Change Strategy (2011), drafting of the Green Growth 
Strategy, and the implementation of a programme to reduce emissions 
from deforestation and forest degradation.

In the area of natural disaster prevention and mitigation, UNDP and other 
donors have supported the development of policies and methods to re-
duce disaster risks, such as drafting of laws and implementation of the 
programme on community-based disaster risk management in 6,000 vil-
lages and communes in high risk areas.

FSSP Newsletter
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FOREST PROTECTION AND DEVELOPMENT PLAN 
(2011 – 2020) 

TOWARDS SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

Hectares Reforestation Project (1998 
– 2010) and Viet Nam Forestry De-
velopment Strategy 2006 – 2020, the 
forest sector has taken  opportuni-
ties, mobilized people and attracted 
organizations to be involved in forest 
plantation and protection. Important 
achievements were: planting 3.73 mil-
lion ha of forests, reaching 39.5% of 
forest cover in 2010; contributing to 
natural disaster prevention and envi-
ronmental protection; generating jobs 
and incomes for more than 4 million 
laborers, making contributions to hun-
ger elimination and poverty reduction 
in rural, mountainous and remote ar-
eas; ensuring security and national de-
fense; improving forest productivity 
and quality; raising awareness on and 
responsibility for forest protection and 
development of the whole society sig-
nificantly; creating raw material areas 
for timber processing industry, paper 
industry, fibre board and other forest 
product processing. The export turn-
over of timber products thus increased 
rapidly, from USD 209 million (in 
2000) to USD 3.55 billion (in 2010); 
yield of plantation forest harvesting 
increased from 400,000 m3 in 1998 to 
4.5 million m3 in 2010, contributing 
to reducing pressure on natural for-
ests. Some breakthrough sectoral poli-
cies were developed such as the De-
cree No. 99/2010/NĐ-CP on payment 
for forest environmental services, the 
Decree No. 117/2010/NĐ-CP on the 
management of special-use forest sys-
tem, the Decision No. 147/2007/QĐ-
TTg on support for plantation-based 
production forests. 

In order to bring into play the achieve-
ments of the forest sector in the previ-
ous period, the Forest Protection and 
Development Plan period 2011 – 2020 
was approved under the Decision No. 
57/QĐ-TTg  dated 9 January, 2012 by 
the Prime Minister. The objectives of 
the Plan are: i) To well manage the ex-
isting forests, use forest resources and 
land availability planned for forestry 
in an effective and sustainable man-
ner; ii) To increase the forest cover 

to 42 – 43% by 2015 and 44 – 45% 
by 2020; increase forest productiv-
ity, quality and values; restructure 
the sector towards increasing added 
value; basically meet with timber and 
timber product demands for domes-
tic consumption and export; and iii) 
To generate more jobs, incomes for 
forest-dependent residents, contribut-
ing to hunger elimination and poverty 
reduction, ensuring security and na-
tional defense.

Regarding the tasks of forest protec-
tion, the Plan is aimed to protect and 
develop sustainably the existing forest 
areas and newly-generated forests in 
the period 2011 – 2020, simultaneous-
ly, basically reduce violations against 
forest protection and development 
legislation, better improve forests’ 
functions on eco-environmental pro-
tection and biodiversity conservation. 

For of forest development task, the 
Plan will focus on:

- Planting 2,600,000 ha, including 
250,000 ha for new protection and 
special-use forests, 1,000,000 ha for 
production forest, and 1,350,000 ha 
for post-harvesting replantation;

- Zoning for generation 750,000 ha 
(mainly protection and special-use 
forests), including 350,000 ha for 
transitional generation and 400,000 ha 
for new zoning for regeneration;

- Rehabilitating 350,000 ha of poor 
natural forests; 

- Planting 500 million scattered trees;

- Improving the quality of natural for-
ests, productivity of production for-
ests to 25% by 2020 compared with 
that in 2011.

3. Relationship between the Forest 
Protection and Development Plan 
(2011-2020) and Sustainable devel-
opment

The Forest Protection and Develop-
ment Plan (2011 – 2020) is integrated 
into socio – economic development 

plan, and other programs and projects 
to increase overall efficiency in terms 
of society and economy, environmen-
tal protecction, ensuring security and 
national defense and making contribu-
tion to sustainable development of the 
country, as following: 

- Economic aspect: Forest productiv-
ity and quality will be enhanced that 
will help to supply inputs for timber 
processing industry and domestic de-
mands, reduce the dependence on im-
ported raw materials, as well as imple-
ment synchronous solutions to forest 
product processing and market con-
tributing to increasing added values of 
the forest sector remarkably. 

- Social aspect: Once being imple-
mented, the Plan is aimed to generate 
jobs and income for rural households, 
especially for ethnic minorities in 
mountainous and remote areas; com-
plete land allocation connected with 
forest allocation so that investors will 
be assured to invest in forest protec-
tion and development; strengthen 
dissemination on the importance and 
roles of forests helping raise aware-
ness and sense of responsibility for 
forest protection and development of 
the whole society.

- Environmental aspect: Safe thresh-
old of ecological environment in Viet 
Nam will be created, so Viet Nam will 
be ready to respond effectively to cli-
mate change and sea level rise, partic-
ularly in coastal and important areas, 
big rivers’ basin, and biodiversity con-
servation as well.

In conclusion, tasks and objectives of 
the Forest Protection and Develop-
ment Plan (2011 – 2020) are in line 
with sustainable development objec-
tives. Successful implementation of 
the Plan’s tasks and objectives will 
contribute to sustainable development 
and climate change adaptation in Viet 
Nam.
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Trần Lê Huy, 
General Secretary, 

Forest Products Association 
of Binh Dinh

ROLES OF ENTERPRISES IN 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

OF FORESTRY SECTOR

On the basis of practical needs of 
society, forest sector is paid more 

and more attention and plays an impor-
tant role in socio – economic develop-
ment through a number of policies on 
sustainable forest development at na-
tional and provincial levels. Within the 
scope of this article, we only mention 
the roles of timber processing enter-
prises in Binh Dinh province and their 
contributions to local sustainable for-
estry development. 

Currently, there are about 170 timber 
processing enterprises in Binh Dinh 
with annual productivity of 350,000 
m3 of refined wood and nearly 1 mil-
lion tons of woodchip. Timber process-
ing industry is not only a key economic 
factor in forestry sector but also the 
main industry contributing to GDP 
growth and social stability in the prov-
ince (accounting for more than 52% of 
industrial production value, over 60% 
of export value and generating jobs for 
30 thousand local labourers). Timber 
industry helps Binh Dinh become one 
of the 4 largest timber processing cen-
ters of the country, ranked after Ho Chi 
Minh city, Binh Duong and Dong Nai. 

In recent years, EU, the main export 
market of Binh Dinh timber process-
ing enterprises, has been affected seri-
ously due to public debt situation and 
tight monetary policy of the govern-
ments. Meanwhile, domestic economy 
has been suffering unstability due to 
inflation and high interest rates. Thus, 
these impacts have made timber prod-
uct price increase 30 – 40% over the 
previous year whereas export price has 
increased inadequately. In this context, 

with supports from local government 
and enterprises’ efforts to overcome 
difficulties, Binh Dinh timber pro-
cessing industry has achieved positive 
results, kept growing yet still at lower 
rate than 2010. In 2011, total export 
turnover of Binh Dinh timber produc-
tion reached nearly USD 275 million, 
increased 2.2% compared to 2010, 
in which outdoor - garden furniture 
reached USD 216.6 million, indoor 
furniture reached USD 9.3 million, 
wood chip reached USD 48.6 million. 

Binh Dinh timber processing indus-
try is mostly based on 2 sourses of 
legal and sustainably managed planta-
tion timber, which are: imported FSC 
plantation timber such as Acacia, Eu-
calyptus, Teak; and domestic planta-
tion timber such as Acacia being used 
widely and making up increasingly 
proportion in material structure. Binh 
Dinh timber processing enterprises 
have strongly invested in equipment 
and application of advanced and en-
vironmental-friendly technologies in 

timber processing so as to basically 
meet rigid requirements and standards 
of customers and partners worldwide, 
i.e. ISO 9001-2008, FSC- CoC, cer-
tificates as VFTN, BSCI, BRC, etc. 
Timber products of Binh Dinh have 
competitive advantages globally on 
the basis of synchronous quality, le-
gal and eco-friendly wood material, 
quick delivery time, reasonable price. 
More than 90% of timber products 
have been exported to over 70 coun-
tries and territories, in which most of 
them have been exported to European 
market (accounted for 83%), and the 
remaining has been used in domestic 
market. In European market, timber 
products of Binh Dinh has accounted 
for a significantly large market share 
in total export turnover of timber prod-
ucts in the whole country. In 2011, 
Binh Dinh timber products have been 
exported to Germany, reached USD 
54.6 million (accounted for 43.4%), 
France (USD 39.1 million ~ 46.9%), 
Great Britain (USD 22.9 million ~ 
14.3%), the Netherlands (USD 15.9 

©FPA Binh Dinh
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The Forest Products Association of Binh Dinh (FPA Binh Dinh) was established in 1999. 
From 28 members on the establishment, there are now 92 members, operating in the 
production of wood processing, supply of raw materials, and equipment for wood pro-
cessing. 

million ~ 26.7%) and Italy (USD 11.9 
million ~ 32.8%). Major custommers 
such as Carrefour, Metro, A.R.E.N.A, 
B&Q, Kingfisher, Scancom, etc have 
been purchasing timber products from 
Binh Dinh.

Annualy, Binh Dinh timber industry 
uses around 700 – 800 thousand m3 
of round wood equivalent for furniture 
processing and nearly 1 million m3 of 
domestic plantation timber for wood 
chip processing in paper industry. The 
large demands for raw materials has 
created motivation for the develop-
ment of forest plantation, tending and 
protection campaigns  aimed at man-
aging and harvesting forests rational-
ly, ensuring effective and sustainable 
forest development in the past years. 
Typically, QPFL company has plant-
ed and harvested nearly 10,000 ha of 
FSC certified plantation forest in Binh 
Dinh province.

Timber industry has contributed to 
forestry economic growth, environ-
ment protection and livelihood im-
provement for people working in for-
estry, and met needs for jobs of ethnic 
minority people in mountainous areas 
in extremely difficult districts such as 
Vân Canh, Vĩnh Thạnh, An Lão, Hoài 
Ân. 

The value chain of export timber 
products has made contributions to “4 
sides” cooperation in forest produc-
tion (including forest planters – sci-
entists – managers – entrepreneurs). 
Timber products exporting to global 
market has made favourable condi-

tions for increasing quality and effi-
ciency of research, education, training 
and forest extension activities aimed 
at developing high-quality human re-
sources to meet requirements of the 
sector in the new period. 

At the same time, in order to penetrate 
into global market, export timber pro-
cessing enterprises need a favourable 
legal environment that is appropri-
ate with market-oriented economy 
and international integration. Thus, 
consolidating the institutional system 
and renovating sectoral planning and 
monitoring will be affected. For in-
stance, the implementation of Lacey 
Act (of the US) or FLEGT (of EU) 
has impacted the process of objective 
definition and long-term development 
orientation for the industry, includ-
ing sustainable forest management in 
Binh Dinh, for example, plantation 
areas are FSC-FM certified and most 

of timber processing enterprises are 
FSC-CoC certified. 

And above all, to help timber pro-
cessing industry keep growing and 
developing in the coming years, and 
contributing to sectoral sustainable 
development, timber processing en-
terprises need the Government poli-
cies on stabilizing macroeconomics 
(such as keeping the inflation rate at 
1-digit number, reducing interest rate 
and loosening monetary policy, pro-
posing preferential credit and interest 
rate for export, balancing the foreign 
exchange rate, etc), and preferential 
policies on raw materials and import 
– export goods of the timber industry. 
Meanwhile, the Government should 
also create favourable mechanism 
management, fast, simple and efficient 
administrative procedures in State 
management process at all levels.

FPA Binh Dinh is a civil, career, volunteer organization of enterprises, economic organizations and individuals 
operating in the production, import and export timber and forest products in the province Binh Dinh Province with 
the aim of:
• Supporting, helping each other in terms of capital, training, market; consulting skills management business; ap-
plying new technology, ... to improve production and product quality;
• Reducing disputes on patent infringement, acts of unfair competition, infringement of interests to each other; 
enhancing cooperation in production, market development and building image for wood products of Binh Dinh;
• Creating more jobs and improving living standards for workers. 

©FPA Binh Dinh
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Viet Nam’s Forestry Sector 
and Environmental Sustainability 

Trịnh Lê Nguyên, 
PanNature

Maintaining and increasing for-
est coverage is identified as one 

aspect of ensuring sustainable devel-
opment of Viet Nam in the country’s 
strategies. Viet Nam has seen the re-
versed trend in forest coverage loss 
since 1995 after decades of war and 
timber extraction for economic pur-
poses. While there’s still controversy 
about quality of remaining and new 
forests, the statistical quantity of for-
est coverage looks promising.
The Viet Nam’s forestry sector has 
been recovered since 1990s as results 
of afforestation and restoration of 
natural forests. During 1995 – 2009, 
the country increased its forested ar-
eas with 282,600 hectares on average, 
including 148,900 hectares of natural 
forests and 133,700 hectares of plan-
tation (Viet Nam Administration of 
Forestry, 2011). As end of 2010, Viet 
Nam claims to have around 13.39 mil-
lion hectares of forests, or 39.5% of 
forest coverage. 
The regrowth of Viet Nam’s forests is 
considered as a result of combination 
of economic and political responses 
to forest and land scarcity, economic 
growth, and market integration (Mey-
froidt & Lambin, 2008). The new tar-
get set by the government plans to re-
grow 2.6 million hectares of forests by 
2020, including 250,000 hectares of 
special-use and protection forests, one  
million hectares of production forests, 
and 1.35 million hectares of forests af-
ter harvest1.
As with general perception, higher 
forest coverage means better natural 
environment. Nevertheless, to answer 
the question of how much forests and 
forestry sector actually contribute to 
environmental sustainability is not 
easy. Sustainability and sustainable 
development themselves do not bear 
clear meanings or are equipped with 
sets of concise measurements. 

1 Decision No.57/QD/TTg of the Prime Minister on 
approval of the forest protection and development from 
2011 – 2020, dated 9th January 2012.

Table 1. Viet Nam’s Environmental Sustainability Index

No. Criteria Monitoring 
Agency

Start 
from

2010 2015* 2020**

1 Forest coverage (%) MARD 2011 39,7 42-43 45

2 Soil and soil biodiversity 
protection (%)

MONRE 2011 7,6 
(2,5 

million 
ha)

- -

3 Area of degraded soil 
(million hectares)

MONRE 2015 9,3 - -

4 Decrease of ground and 
surface water (m3/per-
son/year)

MONRE 2011 2098 
m3/
p/y

- 1770 
m3/p/y

5 Days with hazardous air 
contents over allowed 
standards (%)

MONRE 2011 - - -

6 Urban areas, indus-
trial zones, processing 
zones, industrial clusters 
having solid waste and 
sewage water treat-
ment in accordance with 
existing standards (%)

MoC, 
MONRE, 
MoIC

2011 50 60 70

7 Solid waste collected 
and processed in ac-
cordance with existing 
standards (%)

MoC, MONRE 2011 83 85 90

Source: Viet Nam’s Sustainable Development Strategy for 2011 – 2020.

Looking at sustainability at country’s level, the current national Environmental 
Sustainability Index lists only seven main criteria, including two of those that 
can be directly attributed to forestry sector (criteria 1 and 2 in the table below). 

Environmental Sustainability in Forestry Sector 
Sustainable forest management (SFM) is defined as the foundation for the de-
velopment of the forestry sector of Viet Nam (Prime Minister, 2007). Generally 
accepted, SFM adopts well-established sustainability concept, which aims to 
include social, economic, and environmental dimension into the development of 
the forestry sector. Environmental dimension is considered as key to determine 
the sustainability within SFM framework. 
During the implementation of the Viet Nam Forestry Development Strategy for 
2006 – 2020 (VFDS), the Forest Sector Monitoring Information System (FO-
MIS) project has developed a set of monitoring indicators, including those to 
gauge the progress towards environmental objectives. These include: (i) number 
of forest fauna and flora species that are rare or endangered; (ii) rate of forest 
cover by elevation and slope; (iii) rate of crown cover and number of forest lay-
ers in protection forest; and (iv) area of forestland threatened by desertification. 
In addition, there is a separate set of indicators for forest protection, biodiver-
sity conservation, and environmental services. This set includes eight indica-
tors, which are (i) area of protection forests, (ii) area of special-use forests, (iii) 
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area of forests under forest protection 
contracts, (iv) number of forest rang-
ers working at commune level, (v) 
area of damaged forests, (vi) number 
of Forest Protection and Development 
Law violation cases, (vii) number of 
villages having forest protection con-
ventions, and (viii) total values of en-
vironmental services of forests. 
Assessment of VFDS implementa-
tion after four years (2006 – 2010) 
while recognizing the contribution 
of increased forest cover to the en-
vironmental protection objectives, 
states that the forestry sector has not 
brought much positive impacts for the 
environment. Moreover, challenges 
with natural forest still remain as bio-
diversity conservation and climate 
change impacts are not well addressed 
by existing interventions (MARD, 
2010). Even the forest cover will still 
continue to increase in coming years, 
the challenges for environmental sus-
tainability still remain when the trend 
of destruction of high-biodiversity pri-
mary forests and conversion of natural 
forests to economic land-use purposes 
still is not halted. Other external fac-
tors such as development of market 
agriculture and high population den-
sities in marginal mountainous areas 
could threaten the sustainability of the 
forestry sector (Meyfroidt & Lambin, 
2008).   
Nevertheless, the question of defining 
environmental sustainability in for-
estry is recognized as difficult due to 
different reasons (Smith & Mayfield, 
2006). One is variation in scientific 
concepts, whether to look at ecologi-
cal and environmental indicators or 

inclusion of emerging political-ecolo-
gist  view-points. The traditional ap-
proach often looks at sustainability as 
sustainable yield to answer the ques-
tion how much harvest can maintain 
the productivity of forest ecosystems. 
Secondly, while the existing techni-
cal solutions can provide meaningful 
tools to analyze chances of forests and 
environment, quality of data and sta-
tistics is questionable. For examples, 
there has been different critics on the 
statistical data of forest cover in Viet 
Nam (Lang, 2001 cited in (Meyfroidt 
& Lambin, 2008)). 

Measuring Environmental Sustain-
ability of Forestry Sector
There have been many efforts to de-
velop sustainability indicators for 
the forests. In a very recent study, 
Grainger summarizes nine criteria and 
indicator schemes being used in about 
150 countries since 1990, with over 
60 countries employing more than one 
scheme. However, these criteria and 
indicator schemes are not much use-
ful to really describe the sustainability 
of forest management. The study finds 
only 29% of indicators in five schemes 
can be applied in practical monitoring 
(Grainger, 2012). 
Another interesting approach devel-
oped by W. Maes and colleagues tries 
to design a framework to assess quan-
titatively the environmental aspects 
of sustainable forest management. 
Through a validation process, these 
authors design a new indicator frame-
work that can better access the effects 
of forest management on forest com-
position, structure and functioning. 

Forest protection, natural protection 
and biodiversity conservation are 
aimed to effectively contribute to wa-
tershed, coastal and urban protection, 
natural disaster mitigation, erosion 
control, protection of water sources 
and environmental protection, and to 
create income sources from environ-
mental services (environmental fees, 
CO2 market, ecotourism, etc.) for the 
national economy (Viet Nam Forestry 
Development Strategy for 2006 – 
2020). 

The validation process, which involves 
expert panels, field cross-checks in 
forest stands, and cost calculation, 
helps reduce the number of indica-
tors without losing significant infor-
mation. While this study is specificly 
for forests in Flanders (Belgium), the 
authors claim that their approach can 
be applied to evaluate environmental 
aspects of forest management in other 
regions, provided that local target and 
worst indicator values are taken into 
account (Maes, Fontaine, Rongé, Her-
my, & Muys, 2011). 
Examples above demonstrate how ex-
isting systems of indicators for moni-
toring sustainability and environmen-
tal dimension in forestry have been 
evolved and improved.  

Improving Environmental Sustain-
ability Indicators
While the VFDS recognizes environ-
mental protection and provision of 
environmental services as one of key 
outcomes of the sector, the current set 
of monitoring and evaluation (M&E) 
criteria seems not having a strong em-
phasis on the environmental sustain-
ability aspects. This is partly due to the 
fact that environmental sustainability 
criteria scatters among different cat-
egories within the existing monitoring 
framework. 
When recognizing the importance 
of environmental dimension in sus-
tainable forestry in Viet Nam, there 
should be more focus on both actual 
interventions and monitoring efforts. 
If sustainability is the core of VFDS, 
it may be worth to reconsider current 
sets of indicators to better reflect this 

Forest down     © PanNature
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perspective. Building around sustain-
ability concept, progress of forestry 
sector can be gauged through three 
main lenses: social – economic – en-
vironmental. The current monitoring 
framework may have overlapping ar-
eas if we look at environmental sus-
tainability. Environmental objectives 
and forest protection, biodiversity 
conservation, and environmental ser-
vices objectives can be potentially re-
vised and combined. 
Emerging dimension in forestry 
such as climate change and impacts; 
REDD, PES and other forestry-related 
climate change initiatives should be 
also included in the monitoring frame-
work, considering the fact that they 
can contribute to and have impacts on 
environmental sustainability. 
On the other hand, forestry activities 
can also result in negative impacts on 
biodiversity and the environment. In 
short, impacts from forestry may in-
clude biodiversity loss, illegal hunt-
ing, illegal settlements, livelihoods of 
forest dwellers, and climate change 
(Secretariat of the Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity, 2009). This should 
also be adequately monitored and 
evaluated, not only focusing on the 
positive aspects of forestry sector. 
And if VFDS proves to have signifi-
cant roles in ensuring environmental 
sustainability, the current criteria of 
Viet Nam’s Environmental Sustain-

ability Index need to be broadened to 
include specific contribution from for-
estry sector to the national sustainable 
development goals. 
----------------------------------------------
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People and Nature Recon-
ciliation (PanNature) was 
formulated in late 2004 and 
successfully registered as 
an independent organization 
in early 2006. PanNature’s 
founders envisioned an or-
ganization with a dedicated 
team looking for practical so-
lutions to reconcile relation-
ships between people and 
nature – relationships broken 
down by the pressure of pov-
erty, market forces and rapid 
development.
Vision: Viet Nam is a sus-
tainable and nature-friendly 
society where people live 
prosperous lives in harmony 
with their living environment, 
properly utilizing the country’s 
natural resources to ensure 
sustainable development in 
the present and future. 
Mission: PanNature is dedi-
cated to protecting and con-
serving diversity of life and 
improving human well-being 
in Viet Nam by seeking, pro-
moting and implementing fea-
sible, nature-friendly solutions 
to important environmental 
problems and sustainable de-
velopment issues.
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SOCIAL FACTOR IN SUSTAINABLE FORESTRY 
DEVELOPMENT IN VIET NAM 

Assoc. Prof. PhD. Vương Xuân Tình, 
Director, Institute of Anthropology

For the perception of human being as the center, social 
factor plays a significant role, even creating break-

though, in any development programs/projects. In the for-
est sector, there is also no exception. To ensure sustainable 
forest sector development – one of key areas of sustainable 
environment development in Viet Nam, this factor should 
be paid special attention. While reviewing this factor, it 
must be placed in our country’s specific conditions which 
is forestry activities taking place mostly in ethnic minority 
areas with high poverty rate and diversified ethnic groups. 
There are many aspects in the social factor in sustainable 
forestry development in Viet Nam; however, within this 
article, 2 basic aspects are mentioned including ensuring 
community’s interests and cultural characteristics of ethnic 
people.  
1. Benefit is the key driving-force for every aspects of de-
velopment. In our country’s forestry, people’s interests (in-
dividuals, households, communities) are understood as for-
est land use right, income from forestry activities, ensured 
environmental conditions and cultural values. If people’s 
benefits are not guaranteed, they will no longer care about 
forestry and so deforestation will be enhanced. Thus, what 
do they benefit from forestry?    
In terms of forest land use right, people do not own much 
areas. Up to now, inspite of existing different economic 
entities, State-owned forest land has still accounted for 
large proportion, as about 50% in the Central Highlands. 
Meanwhile, due to population growth and land use right 
purchasing and transfering, many ethnic minority house-
holds are still lack of cultivation land. As regulated in the 
Programme No.134, ethnic minority households must have 
at least 0.5 ha of hilly land or 0.25 ha of one-season or 0.15 
ha of 2-season farming land for cultivation. However, with 

existing area, annual rice productivity is only about 800 kg 
per ha on the hilly land, and after every 3 years of cultiva-
tion, it will be left fallow from 5 to 7 years to restore fertil-
ity. Hence, due to the shortage of agricultural land, many 
households in uplands still remain slash-and-burn practice 
or conversion of forestry land into farming land. When be-
ing allocated forest, people often receive poor forests with 
little economic value and limited forest products. So, forest 
allocation in the uplands does not create breakthrough as 
performing “Khoán 10” policy in agriculture (Vuong Xuan 
Tinh, 2007, 2008).
Income from forestry activities, first and foremost, is from 
forest products. Household or community forests are small 
and contain mostly no value of forest products, so people 
can only extract firewood and non-qualified woods. People 
in lowlands can participate in commercial plantation for-
ests, but it depends on market and forest protection policies 
of the Government (William D. Sunderlin and Huỳnh Thu 
Ba, 2005). Rich forests are often managed by State forest 
enterprises or private enterprises, in which qualified woods 
can be harvested for house construction and making furni-
ture, and other forest products. However, according to legal 
requirements, harvesting inside this forest area is illegal; it 
should only rely on the understanding of responsible people 
or in special conditions (Vương Xuân Tình, 2006). Forest 
resource co-management modality used by the State and 
enterprises, in which community is allowed to harvest non-
timber forest products, is piloting yet it will take time to 
be appllied widely (Juergen Hess and Tô Thị Thu Hương, 
2012). Other activities as forest contract-based allocation 
for protection, forest plantation, etc have not brought ad-
equate income to community as compared with agricultural 
activities (William D. Sunderlin and Huỳnh Thu Ba, 2005). 
Forest protection and plantation has great impact on envi-
ronment in delta and urban areas, yet benefits from these 
activities have not been ensured except very small amount 
of money from forest protection and plantation. The pro-
posal on reinvestment in forestry activities through using 
payment for environmental services can solve the weak-
ness, but fee collection from enterprises and environmental 
beneficiaries is not easy (Lại Tùng Quân and Suriya Vij, 
2011). This shows that the State is still burdened with fund-
ing and if local community’s interests are not satisfied, de-
forestation will be increasingly happened.          
Cultural life of people in forest areas is linked closely with 
forests, yet it has been deeply afftected by the limitations 
of benefits from forestry mentioned above. Some tangible 
heritages connected with forest products using, as houses 
on stilts, are being lost due to deforestation or forest degra-
dation. In many places in the northern mountainous areas 
and the Central Highlands, traditional houses on stilts of 
ethnic minority groups, such as Tày, Mường, Thái, Khơ 
Mú, Lào, Ê-đê, Gia-rai, Mnông, etc, have been replaced 

Living in the forest (Residence of Dao ethnic minority in Bản Lù village, 
Tân Sơn commune, Chợ Mới district, Bắc Kạn province)
© Vương Xuân Tình
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by constructed houses which make cultural characteristics 
of ethnic minorities fade away. For ethnic minority peo-
ple, forests provide them with materials as well as cultural 
space. Many festivals of ethnic people are still in close con-
nection with forests, for instance thó tỉ worship ceremony of 
Tày, Nùng people; sacrificial ceremony to forests of Nùng 
or Dao people; gầu tào festival of H’mông people; wor-
shiping to water resource, farewell ceremony to the dead 
of some Central Highlands ethnic minorities such as Ê-đê, 
Gia-rai, etc; and especially, funerals of several groups. De-
forestation, forest degradation or limited forest areas also 
have serious impacts on their cultural and spritual life.
2. Cultural characteristics of ethnic people strongly affect 
to sustainable forestry development, because it shows di-
rect relation between human beings and forest, same as in-
terests. There are 3 main aspects as follows:
The first aspect is forest-based livelihood. This is a long-
standing lifestyle of many ethnic groups and still exists 
today. It is based on thoroughly making use of forest re-
sources, including hilly cultivation land, source of foods, 
construction materials, clothing materials, medicines, farm 
animal food, etc. Therefore, this lifestyle is more empha-
sized on exploitation, it helps people meet their daily needs 
in the context of rich forest resources, yet it is easy to lapse 
into poverty caused by the reliance on nature. With this 
lifestyle, plantation is not paid due attention, so it is dif-
ficult to implement programs, projects on forest plantaion 
and protection. Up to now, the forest-based lifestyle is very 
prevalent in remote and mountainous areas where forests 
still remain large areas, but less common in lowland or ur-
ban areas due to small areas of forests. 
The second one is community-based resource management. 
It has appeared in all ethnic groups since private owner-
ship was undeveloped. In many ethnic minority areas of 
our country, it is still significant. It is based on the principle 
that resources belong to community and people are equal 
to benefit and have sense of responsibility to protect. In the 
context of current forest development, it has both positive 
and negative impacts. Positively, in specific conditions, it 
helps effective forest management, in which the existence 
and role of community forest is an example (Ha Cong 
Tuan, 2001). However, it makes land and forest allocation 
to households and individuals obstructed or inefficient. So, 
that is one cause of illegal logging in the forest areas of 
other owners. 
Finally, that is egalitarianism derived from 2 above as-
pects. It creates certain equality in community, yet less en-
courages private ownership. The sense of common benefits 
is popular in many groups, especially in remote and moun-

Institute of Anthropology under Viet Nam Academy of Social Sciences was established in 1968. Functions of the 
Institute are to study ethnic minority groups in Viet Nam basically and comprehensively, to provide the Party and 
State scientific advice to develop policies on ethnic minorities as well as programs and projects in ethnic minority 
areas. Currently, there are 50 research staff in the Institute with more than 30 obtaining doctorate or master degrees. 
Recently, many of the Institute’s studies have mentioned the social factor related to forest development in ethnic 
minority areas, especially regarding forest and land allocation, resource exploitation and forest protection, etc,.

tainous areas. People not only benefit from forests but also 
want to distribute equally benefits from forestry and rel-
evant projects. While forestry development in our country 
today needs new management and using modalities, egali-
tarianism may creates obstacles to this development. 
3. From the above viewpoints, we can see that the social 
factor should be mentioned in sustainable forest develop-
ment in Viet Nam. The lesson learned is likely drawn that 
not only national and enterprises’ interests but also commu-
nity’s interests must be focused when formulating policies, 
forest development projects. If community’s interests are 
not met satisfactorily, there is no driving force for the de-
velopment. In particular, if enterprises’ interests are beyond 
community’s interests, the later sooner or later will react 
and evils in the forest sector will occur. 
Moreover, the formulation of forest development projects 
and programs need to be based on cultural characteristics 
of local people. The three aspects of cultural characteristics 
of ethnic people are only the most common and fundamen-
tal ones. In reality, cultural characteristics of each ethnic 
minority group, each local group are more diversified. Pur-
suant to cultural characteristics of ethnic people will better 
ensure results to be achieved of programs, projects. How-
ever, it is required that forestry officers must have both pro-
fessional and inter-sectoral knowledge, particularly knowl-
edge on social sciences. 
---------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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ROLES OF CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANIZATIONS 
IN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

1. Introduction

Sustainable development is “De-
velopment to meet the current 

needs and to ensure no negative im-
pact on resources to response to the 
future generation’s needs1”. Sustain-
able development is not simply re-
sults maintained but furthermore it is 
a continuous effort in order to main-
tain constantly sustainability in all 
areas. Sustainable development is not 
considered as an objective set to be 
achieved but a process of maintain-
ing mechanical balance between hu-
man’s needs of a justice, prosperity, 
life’s quality and natural resources 
sustainability. Therefore, sustainable 
development will help everyone in 
the society to have equal rights, eco-
nomic development always combine 
with protecting and improving quality 
of environment, which including three 
main parts: sustainable Environment, 
sustainable Society and sustainable 
Economy.

Civil society  is a mechnism including 
types of organizations between gov-
ernment and individuals that supports 
individuals able to unite and partici-
pate in collective activities, actions…

Civil society2 organizations in Viet 
Nam are formed and developed in dif-
ferent types at different levels. This 
article only mentions to Vietnamese 
Non-governmental Organizations 
(VNGOs), their main characteristics 
as following:

- VNGOS usually work in the difficult 
area in the whole country

- Direct beneficiaries are people who 
live in the rural area; most vulnerable 

1 According to World Commission for Environment and 
Development –UN.  
2 Source: “Civil society in the process to speed-up  
building socialist legitimate state in Vietnam Nguyen 
Xuan Tung, Ministry of Justice’s portal – December 5, 
2011.” 

groups, are given priority, such as: 
ethnic minorities, women, disabled 
people, people with HIV AID, chil-
dren…and local government

- Self fund-raising for their own activ-
ities and maintain their organizations

2. Operation method of VNGOs:

VNGOs mostly focus on areas such 
as: 1) Researching on sustainable de-
velopment policies; 2) Communica-
tion; 3) Implementing of development 
projects with financial support from 
foreign donors; 4) Providing consul-
tancy services on development field; 
5) Advocating Policies; 6) Building 
networks voluntarily for co-imple-
menting projects, sharing information, 
researching and policy advocacy.

3. Specific activities of VNGOs and 
VNGOs networks

VNGOs’ operating fields are quite 
diversified at local level as well as at 
national level. They usually choose 
operating fields base on interests and 
capacity…and towards sustainable de-

velopment.

3.1. For each VNGO

3.1.1. At local level

a) Economic

Goal is moving towards economic 
system development, which creates 
opportunities for local people to ac-
cess the rights to use natural resources 
for economic activities and equally 
shared; existence as well as develop-
ment of any business, production must 
be based on basic moral principles. 
The focus here is to create prosperity 
for everyone, not just only creating 
benefits for elite groups, in a limit of 
ecosystem as well as not violating ba-
sic human rights.

Some interventions: Sustainable live-
lihoods base on agriculture and for-
estry, food security, market for fam-
ers’ agricultural products, processing 
forest and agricultural products and 
market,  home craft and market; miti-
gating impact and adapting to climate 
change….

Vũ Thị Hiền, 
Centre of Research & Development in 

Upland Area (CERDA)

Linking farmers with markets    © CERDA
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b) Society 

Goal is moving towards developing a fair society, promot-
ing opportunities for human development, trying to create 
opportunities for everyone to develop their potentials to 
have an improved and acceptable life.

Some interventions conducted at local level including: 
manage local community, improve access to forest land 
and forest; restore traditional knowledge, cultural charac-
ters and manage local community by special customary law 
in protecting forest; public health, HIV/AID and disabled 
people…

c) Environment

Goal is moving towards maintaining balance between pro-
tecting natural environment and developing of resources 
for human’s benefits in order to maintain developing of re-
sources at a certain level that allow environment continue 
to support living conditions of human and other living crea-
tures on the Earth.

Some activities commonly implemented at local level such 

as: Minimizing impact of climate change; sustainable for-
est management; land and water sources protection, bio-
logical diversification, Agricultural development towards 
safety; implementation of Forest Law Enforcement, Gov-
ernance and Trade (FLEGT)..ect.

To create value added and maintain sustainable process, 
comprehensive interventions were designed and practically 
implemented on all three areas Economic, Society, and En-
vironment. The most two difficult areas are: building com-
munity’s institutions and capacity so that they have legal 
status to cooperate, associate, develop relationships with 
outside partners and maintain self-help ability; and VNGOs 
usually have experience in both. Therefore, interventions 
from VNGOs’ projects, as well as researches seemingly 
reach three factors: effectiveness, productivity, and justice

3.1.2. National and International level

Beneficiaries of VNGOs projects and researches are minor-
ity people, disadvantaged communities. In the reality, these 
disadvantaged groups are not able to dialog independently 
with outside organizations, especially with the policy mak-
ers, and therefore automatically VNGOs act as ‘representa-

Measuring carbon stocks © CERDA
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tive’ or ‘bridge’ between these groups and market, policy 
makers at national level and international forums.

3.2. VNGOs networks

VNGOs usually participate in at least one network at na-
tional level, some organization involve in international 
networks and join in international events. Linkage between 
networks brings different values for each organization: 
co-implementing projects, co-receiving funds, learning to-
gether and have one common voice. These values added 
somewhat support their success in contributing to policy 
making and policy implementation at different levels. 
Especially when they apply special policy advocacy ap-
proach: evident-based approach

It can be said that, even though civil society organizations 
are new and not yet strong, but their contribution in sus-
tainable development, including VNGOs’ role, increas-
ingly recognized by society. “…Operation of civil society 
organizations in Vietnam positively contributes to unite and 
mobilize individuals in the society implement effectively 
some of the country’s directions in some important fields…
”3 . VNGOs showed their great effort in finding directions 
for their development, they find the way for self capacity 
building and creating positions to look for international do-
nations and with that they bring more to financial sources 
for local communities, especially in regards to allocating  
land and forest …

One of the key factor lead to recognition of the society 
towards contribution of VNGOs is they have a “compre-
hensive approach to maintain sustainable development” 
as mentioned above while implementing development 
projects, including: ecosystem approach, rights-based ap-
proach, approach with comprehensive participation of 
stakeholders; approach mainly base on internal resource, 
promote customary community governance…. The results 
showed that, this approach is the shortest road for poor com-
munity moving towards self-help for self-improvement.

Conclusion

According to general remark, “…Civil society in Viet Nam 
positively contributed to process of sustainable develop-
ment,  with broad but not deep structure…”4 . However, 
VNGOs can be considered as a channel, from which, ex-
pand promoting the process of forming civil society at local 
level through development projects, especially the process 
of  building community’s institutional strengthening and 
building capacity done by VNGOs. This can be considered 
as a structure to promote democracy at grassroots level, 
promote self-help ability of the community to self-improve 
their life quality, participate in national political life and 
self-maintain sustainable development.
3, 4, 5 Source: “Civil society in the process to speed-up  building socialist legitimate 
state in Vietnam, Nguyen Xuan Tung, Ministry of Justice’s portal – December 5, 
2011.”

At present, “…Environment for civil society’s operation 
has been improved  but not yet encouraged, mobilized par-
ticipation of civil society in process of sustainable develop-
ment…Building and developing civil society in Viet Nam 
requires overcoming barriers in awareness, there should 
be a clear awareness about modern civil society, eliminate 
thinking consider civil society is “an extended arm” of the 
government, continue to overcome remnants of subsidized 
attitude, administrable, ….” 5 , especially at local level.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Centre of Research & Development in 
Upland Area (CERDA) is a non-profit 
organization which directly works with 
local people and local authorities at the 
grasroot level with priorities given to 
the most vulnerable groups such as the 
ethnic minorities and women and chil-
dren. It provides opportunities that allow 
poverty reduction, sustainable econom-
ic and social development compatible 
with their intellectual faculties, cultural 
characteristics and identity; facilitates to 
ensure their full and effective participa-
tion in public life and development pro-
cess, especially in decisions that affect 
them; and builds the capacity of local 
people and local authorities to be able 
to integrate and participate in good gov-
ernance.
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RIO +20 is too important to fail 
but its outcomes are too general 

to move forward

Dr. Phạm Thu Thuỷ,
Forests and Governance Program, Center 

for International Forestry Research (CIFOR)

Introduction 

The United Nations Conference 
on Sustainable Development 

(UNCSD, or Rio+20) in June this year 
celebrated 20th anniversary of the 
landmark 1992 United Nations Con-
ference on Environment and Devel-
opment (UNCED). Rio+20 aimed to 
explore new ground in addressing the 
emerging problems of the 21st century 
and focused on two themes: a green 
economy and institutional framework 
for sustainable development.  This pa-
per briefly compares the outcomes of 
Rio 1992 and Rio+20 in 2012 and then 
describes what has been and has not 
been achieved in Rio this year. The pa-
per concludes with discussion on how 

to move forward after Rio 20+.

20 years and the mismatch between 
expectation and reality

20 years ago, Rio 1992 put forests high 
on the agenda and highlighted that for-
ests should be managed in a socially 
inclusive and holistic manner. Rio+20 
this year was expected to move for-
ward this international recognisation 
toward international agreements or 
more concrete actions that capital-
ize on the values that forests offer to 
sustainable development. However, 
people walked away from Rio+20 
with disappointment instead of hope. 
There are no bold new breakthroughs. 
20 years have passed but not much 
gained from previous submit except 
the understanding and evidence on 
the role and contribution of forests for 
communities and economy has better 

recognised (Table 1). 

Findings of recent research conducted 
by CIFOR scientists around the world 
and others have shown multiple ben-
efits of forests including:  constitute 
an important source of biomass for 
energy supply, directly supply rural 
diets, food and cash incomes, and 
supply a vital source of clean water 
for human use. Forests also play a crit-
ical role in climate change mitigation. 
Wood, manufactured forest products 
and non timber forest products add 
significant value to the world econo-
my. The forestry sector also provides 
employment and to support poverty 
reduction especially in rural areas. 

Despite of this importance, forests and 
their contributions in addressing new 
emerging issues in this and next cen-
tury continue to be underappreciated 

Forests: The 8th roundtable at Rio+20         © CIFOR
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Table 1: Changes from Rio 1992 and Rio 2012

Rio 1992 1992- 2012 Rio 2012

Forests were high on the agenda as “Forests 
shall be managed in a socially inclusive and 
holistic manner”

A rather polarized North-South debate. The 
North countries promoted forest conservation 
for biological and cultural diversity vs. South 
countries struggled to mobilize forest resourc-
es for economic development.  

Debates focused on whether or not the world 
needed an international agreement on forests 
but no international treaty on forest was made. 

3 great treaties (Climate change, biological 
conservation and combating desertification) 
proposed

Changed discourse: greater 
understanding of the multiple 
benefits of forests, their rela-
tionships to climate change, 
food and water security, en-
ergy, and rural livelihoods. 

3 great treaties were not im-
plemented because there was 
no real political will and the 
complexity in addressing po-
litical economy drivers of de-
forestation and degradation. 
In addition, values of forests 
and forestry sector to national 
economy have been underval-
ued.

Forests did not figure more promi-
nently-  excluded from most of 7  key 
issues (Jobs, energy, cities, food, wa-
ter, oceans and disasters) – only one 
mention in the description of ‘food’

The debate has moved into an agree-
ment on how to strengthen multi level 
forest management and governance

and have been largely ignored in the 
Rio+20 outcome document. Accord-
ing to Kovacevic (2012)1, the section 
of Forests in Rio+20 documents spe-
cifically calls for urgent implemen-
tation of the Non-Legally Binding 
Instrument on All Types of Forests 
(NLBI) adopted by the UN General 
Assembly in 2007. This document 
aims to strengthen political commit-
ment and action to implement sustain-
able forest management to achieve 
internationally agreed development 
goals. However, CIFOR experts high-
lighted that this was indeed decided 
on many years ago and it still has not 
given the expected results. Some com-
ments of CIFOR’s experts on Rio+20 
document - section on forests are 
shown in Table 2.

Because of these general language, 
unclear timelines or commitment of 
resources, progress on integrating 
forests into sustainable development 
objectives could be further weakened 
and delayed. Failures of Rio 20+ are 

1 http://blog.cifor.org/9945/forests-fare-poorly-in-
outcomes-of-rio20-say-cifor-scientists/#.T__joZF-

WLkc 

due to the lack of political will, priori-
ties are given to newly emerged issues 
such as financial and economic crises 
and ineffective governance in address-
ing these issues. Moreover different 
views, approaches and strategies on 
green economy and sustainable devel-
opment of developed and developing 
countries also added another layer of 
complexity in reaching international 
agreements. 

Hope grows from “missed opportu-
nity” – where to go from this ?

Despite of failures in achieving a le-
gal binding agreement of sustainable 
development and highlight the role 
of forests in this, Rio+20 provided a 
better platform for a wide range of 
stakeholders to express and share their 
views. NGOs and CSOs were  allowed 
to take part in this submit to a far 
greater degree than 20 years ago.. In 
addition, 692 voluntary commitments 
which have been made by NGOs, cor-
porations, and development agencies 
valued at 410 billion euros (over what 
time frame is not clear). 

More importantly, a large amount of 
side events such as Forests: The 8th 
Roundtable at Rio+20, ISEE 2012 
Conference - Ecological Economics 
and Rio+20: Challenges and Contri-
butions for a Green Economy  have 
provided the world with practical 
examples and evidence on how we 
should move from rhetoric to the fu-
ture we all want. Amongst of those 
proposal and recommendations, Im-
proved institutions, governance and 
inclusive stakeholder engagement 
are the key.  

Results of CIFOR’s global compara-
tive study on REDD in 12 countries  
(May et al. 2011a, Dkamela 2011, In-
drarto et al. 2012, Pham et al. 2012, 
and CIFOR 2012) show that drivers 
of deforestation and degradation are 
often influenced by other sectors (E.g. 
a mismatch between supply and de-
mand of charcoal in Tanzania, mining 
in Brazil and oil plam in Indonesia). 
Addressing these drivers requires a 
cross sectoral approach with effec-
tive coordination amongst ministries 
across different level and inclusive 
stakeholders engagement (private sec-
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Rio document- Section on Forest CIFOR expert’s comments 
Louis Verchot is Director of the Forests and Environment Programme, Forests and 
Environment Programme at CIFOR.

We call for increased efforts to strength-
en forest governance frameworks and 
means of implementation, in accor-
dance with Non-Legally Binding Instru-
ment on All Types of Forests (NLBI) to 
achieve sustainable forest management.

Louis Verchot:  This is a call to action on an 20 year old agreement without any goals, 
timelines or commitment of resources.  How will this be accomplished?   What are 
countries ready to do differently to increase the efforts to strengthen forest governance?

We note the importance of ongoing ini-
tiatives such as reducing emissions from 
deforestation and forest degradation in 
developing countries; and the role of 
conservation, sustainable management 
of forests and enhancement of forest 
carbon stocks in developing countries. 

Louis Verchot: None of the multilateral environmental agreements have actually deliv-
ered—the climate change agreement gets a lot of international attention but there has 
been no concrete action to actually deflect the world from the trajectory of the past. All 
of the environmental problems are marching on at accelerating rates despite years of 
multilateral inaction.

We call for urgent implementation of 
the Non-legally Binding Instrument on 
all Types of Forests and the Ministerial 
Declaration of the high-level segment of 
the ninth session of the United Nations 
Forum on Forests on the occasion of 
the launch of the International Year of 
Forests.

Louis Verchot: Originally Rio 1992 planned to come up with an international treaty on 
forests. That never materialised but what did come out of Agenda 21 was the United Na-
tions Forum on Forests (UNFF) and that Forum is a place where countries come together 
and they make pledges but what they do there is all voluntary – they don’t have a treaty 
that requires them to reach certain objectives over time. And for many reasons this is 
unlikely to happen — we have treaties on biodiversity, climate change and desertifica-
tion and none of these have been particularly effective. Until we can make these treaties 
effective, why put in place a forth one without any certainty of success? 
But at the same time, what they have put forward in this document is simply a statement 
of “let’s actually operationalize the plan that we came up with 20 years ago,” with no 
outline of how to do it, or an indication of the time frame, what are the steps involved, 
what are the milestones on this pathway to get there? Who is going to commit to re-
sources, which is going to commit to supporting implementation of the NLBI? It just 
calls for doing it but there needs to be a statement of ambition, a specified timeframe, 
and a commitment of resources.  

Source: Kovacevic (2012)

Table 2: CIFOR’s paragraph-by-paragraph analysis of the Rio+20 outcome document text on forests

Forests: The 8th roundtable at Rio+20         © CIFOR
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CIFOR advances human wellbeing, environmental conservation and equity by conducting research 
to inform policies and practices that affect forests in developing countries. CIFOR is a CGIAR Con-
sortium Research Center. CIFOR’s headquarters are in Bogor, Indonesia and it also has offices in 
Asia, Africa and South America.
 
CIFOR scientists conduct high-quality research across Asia, Latin America and Africa to contribute 
to the well-being of people who depend on forests, reduce poverty and ensure the survival of the 
world’s tropical forests.

Our approach is one of collaboration and innovation. We ensure projects are tailored to the specific 
needs and cultures of the local communities, and that practitioners and decision makers can trans-
late our research into action. In Vietnam, most of our work focus on enhancing the role of forests in 
mitigating and adapting climate change, improving livelihoods through smallholders and community 
forestry, and managing trade-off between conservation and development at landscape level. 

tor, civil society organisations, aca-
demic and media).  Participatory gov-
ernance should be established around 
forest ecosystems.

Moreover, institutional frameworks 
need to take forests into account and 
mainstream their services into finan-
cial and political decision making. 
This could start by applying a compre-
hensive national accounting system 
that takes into account both formal 
and informal contributions of forests 
and forestry sector into national econ-
omy. Capacity building, adequate land 
planning and the devolution of land 
rights need to be incorporated in insti-
tutional frameworks.

Finally, developing countries have 
the same needs as developed coun-
tries, with issues arising that remain 
unsolved but are prerequisite for 
sustainable forest management and 
sustainable development including: 
better law enforcement, coordination, 
communication, information dissemi-
nation, transparency and account-
ability. Most countries in the world 

have supportive laws and policies 
aiming at sustainable forest manage-
ment. However, they still need to be 
strenghthened and sometimes need a 
major reform to meet new challenges 
such as the establishment of carbon 
rights and anti-corruption measures. 
Deforestation and forest degradation 
continue increase globally partly be-
cause of weak capacity, that is, not all 
stakeholders are sufficiently informed 
of their roles, rights and duties. It is 
also partly due to corruption wast-
ing significant resources and leading 
to inefficient and ineffective efforts. 
If these issues are not addressed ad-
equately, even if we have new policies 
and international agreements, they 
might not be implemented properly.

---------------------------------------------
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MAJOR UPCOMING FSSP&TFF ACTIVITIES IN THE SECOND HALF OF 2012

1. FSSP activities:
- Organize FSSP Partnership Steering Committee meeting;
- Organize FSSP Policy Advisory Board meetings;
- Organize consultation workshop on Timber Legality Definition and Assurance System;
- Complete and integrate FOMIS into FORMIS;
- Update and share FSSP forestry event calendar;
- Organize FSSP review and planning workshop;
- Prepare, print and distribute FSSP Thematic Newsletter volume 36-37. 

2. TFF activities:
- Extend MoU till 2013;
- Extend Financing agreement with Finland till 2013;
- Organize 2 training courses on Operation Manual and Forest Certificate to TFF Projects officers;
- Organize TFF Board of Director meeting (BOD) # 15;
- Sign Grant agreement for VCF extension to 2013 and Grant agreements for other pinelines;
- Organize and/or participate in supervision mission of on-going TFF projects;
- Participate final evaluation mission of FORMIS project;
- Develop detailed action plan of TFF-VNFF integration roadmap;
- Prepare audit to TFF MU and projects;
- Organize TFF MU planning workshop.
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LEGAL DOCUMENTS ON FORESTRY ISSUED 
BETWEEN 1 JANUARY AND 30 JUNE 2012

1. Circular No. 01/2012/TT-BNNPTNT dated 4 January, 2012, issued by MARD on documentation 
of legal forest products and verification of forest product origin;

2. Decision No. 57/QĐ-TTg dated 9 January, 2012, issued by Prime Minister on approval of the For-
est Protection and Development Plan for the period 2011 – 2020;

3. Decision No. 58/QĐ-TTg dated 9 January, 2012, issued by Prime Minister on the establishment 
of the National Steering Committee on the Forest Protection and Development Plan for the period 
2011 – 2020;

4. Decision No. 126/QĐ-TTg dated 2 February, 2012, issued by Prime Minister on piloting benefit 
sharing mechanism in sustainable management, protection and development of special-use forests;

5. Decision No. 07/2012/QĐ-TTg dated 8 February, 2012, issued by Prime Minister on promulgation 
of some policies for enhancing forest protection;

6. Circular No. 20/2012/TT-BNNPTNT, dated 7 May, 2012, issued by MARD on guiding pre-pay-
ment check procedures of payment for forest environmental services;

7. Decision No. 24/2012/QĐ-TTg, dated 1 June, 2012, issued by Prime Minister on investment 
policy for developing special-use forests period 2011 – 2020.  
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