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Abstract 
 
 
This paper investigates the natural resource management in Vietnam through 
analyzing the governance and management of Tram Chim National Park – an 
important protected area of the nation recognized by its wetland biodiversity. Using 
resilience of a social-ecological system and notion of a flexible community-based 
system of resource management—which stresses on adaptability and cooperativeness 
in management practice, and is referred to in my thesis as “adaptive co-
management”—as the framework, the paper employs case study method to (i) identify 
reasons and driving forces behind the poor practice of natural resource management 
commonly seen throughout the country, in particular in the case study area, and (ii) 
explore potentials and challenges in enhancing resilience in a social-ecological system 
by applying adaptive co-management. Literature review and empirical observations 
show that in the case of Tram Chim, conservation management practice is far from 
expected, and that the current governance leads to more failure than success in 
handling conservation goals in the face of complexity, uncertainty, and surprise. The 
current governance is found to be old-fashioned, e.g. command-and-control and 
exclusion of stakeholders, while the Park’s management worldview remains static and 
tries to isolate nature from integral social surroundings. Investigation manifests at the 
same time that a legal framework for applying ecosystem approach in managing 
resources has been created, that facilitates the emergence of a governing mechanism 
to enhance capacity, both ecological and social, to cope with complexity and 
uncertainty. Still, needs for collaboration to jointly resolve mutual problems appear to 
be inevitable. Based on those finding, the thesis argues an application of adaptive co-
management, which is seen to most contribute to social-ecological resilience building 
in the context. Such a model of adaptive co-management could be established based 
intensively on collaboration and trust building between and among, at first, Park 
Authority, local people, and decision makers at provincial level. The adaptive co-
management is recommended to be upheld by three pillars, namely, participation, 
partnership, and decentralization. 
 
 
Key words 
 
Wetland ecosystem, natural resource management, governance, social-ecological 
system, resilience, adaptive co-management, collaboration
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 
 
 
 
 

1.1. Thesis organization 
 
The paper consists of five chapters. Chapter 1, Introduction, goes with Background 
and Research Problem, which justifies choice of topic for the thesis, describes 
problems, and outlines research aim. The following section of this introductory 
chapter presents Conceptual Framework and Methods used, with definitions of 
important concepts. Chapter 2 is an overview to the Case Study, which describes 
fundamental features of the area in terms of physical, ecological and social aspects, 
and identifies main groups of stakeholders. Chapter 3 describes legal ground 
applicable to, and current situation of, management and governance of the case study 
area. Based on those descriptions, the legal framework and the governance and 
management of the case study area are analyzed in Chapter 4. This chapter identifies 
the goods and the bads of the institutional system, highlights what reasons underlie 
the poor practice of natural resource management in the case study area, and relates 
shortcomings in the management to driving forces in a greater environment. In the 
light of those findings, how to potentially improve the management of the area is also 
discussed in this chapter, highlighting social-ecological resilience as a promising 
approach to improve management of the social-ecological system and manifests 
adaptive co-management as a framework for building resilience. While emphasizing 
on rearranging the real governance as an initial stepping stone, the chapter is also 
devoted to argue that collaboration is a very central notion in the face of deepening 
mistrust and increasing conflicts between and among group interests in the study area. 
Chapter 5, Conclusions, summarizes findings and recommendations and, at the same 
time, brings forth points for further discussions.  
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1.2. Background and research aim 

1.2.1. Background 

 
Vietnam is a developing country, which has impressed spectators worldwide by its 
economic growth and poverty reduction records for the past few years (Vietnam’s 
2004 Statistical Book). In the past decade, Vietnam has also made great efforts and 
gained promising success in fields of environmental protection and management, e.g. 
the broadening network of protected areas nationwide, the increasing budget on 
environmental research and protection, environment impact assessment (EIA) to have 
become a compulsory component in every manufacturing project, also the 
environment status to be reported regularly by local authorities. Nevertheless, there is 
an increasing concern among national agencies, international donors, and local 
inhabitants as well as activists about the environment and conservation in the nation. 
Environmental pollution remains one of the largest challenges facing the country. It is 
acknowledged that many development projects resulted in outstanding economic 
benefits at the expense of irreversible losses of ecosystems and ecosystem services, 
for instance the degraded wetland ecosystems in Lower Mekong Region (ICEM, 
2003).  
 
In terms of environment and conservation, a legal framework has been created to 
provide decision makers with a legal basis to better involve environmental component 
in making various natural resource-related policies. However, the legalized reference 
is causing confusion at the same time as the governance system exposes both overlap 
and gap in responsibility. As a result, sustainability persists in theory rather than in 
practice. Thus, natural resources continue to suffer from ongoing exhaustion (ICEM, 
2003).  
 
So what is the possible route to overcome the problem? Among a number of 
perceived interpretations to the situation, governance1 seems to be one of the biggest 
challenges facing natural resource management.  
 
Managers and policy makers are assigned to support economic preference while 
satisfying environmental requirements. They are placed among and between 
conflicting interests, i.e. economic vs. environmental, local vs. national, sectoral vs. 
holistic, one stake-holder’s vs. another’s, etc. Apparently good management requires 
at first and at least taking into account these factors and their interplay. As social-

                                                
1 Governance is defined by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) as “…the exercise of 
economic, political and administrative authority to manage a country’s affairs at all level. It comprises 
the mechanisms, processes and institutions, through which citizens and groups articulate their interests, 
exercise their legal rights, meet their obligations and mediate their differences” 
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ecological systems are dynamic and complex the governance of the systems must be 
flexible and adaptive (Folke et al., 2003). This guiding principle, unfortunately, seems 
not to be persuasively reflected in the management practice in Vietnam. Natural 
resource managers, at many times and in many places, fail to deal with complexity, 
responding changes, and arising problems as well. 
 
In this paper, I focus my research on Tram Chim National Park which is located in 
Tam Nong district, Dong Thap province, Southern Vietnam. Its high biodiversity, i.e. 
in species, habitat and wetland ecosystem services, has been drastically depleted 
despite considerable endeavors, e.g. accession of national park status in 1998 
followed by projects of technical improvement (dam and canal construction, facility 
investment, research grants) and management capacity strengthening (Dong Thap 
province’s People’s Committee, 1999).  
 
Tram Chim National Park is chosen as the case study because it is an important node 
in Vietnam’s network of protected areas, recognized to contain remarkable 
management challenges in association with wetland ecosystem services and human 
well being, institutional reform, and governance arrangement. Also, the Park is 
thought to be potential for practicing the ecosystem approach and an adaptive co-
management. 
 

1.2.2. Research problem 

 
While the management of a national park involves a wide range of affairs, this paper 
focuses on analyzing the current governance arrangement of Tram Chim National 
Park. The legal arrangements could be classified but even if they were, the authorities 
and/or responsible organizations for implementation could appear to be insufficient. 
In this light, the research will address the following questions: 

- What are the reasons behind the poor practice of natural resource management 
in Tram Chim National Park? How does the old-fashioned attitude in 
management relate to the poor exercise of management? The legal framework 
concerning natural resource management has improved for the past decades, 
but is it sufficient or strong enough? 

- What is the role of existing governance arrangement in the process? Does the 
monitoring mechanism, including applicable requirements for transparency 
and accountability, foster or discourage management initiatives? 

- How may resilience in the social-ecological system be enhanced? 

When investigating the case study, the paper is expected to explore the opportunities 
of (i) inclusion of key stakeholders in the Park’s decision making and implementing, 
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(ii) collaboration between and among stakeholders, and (iii) building resilience in a 
social-ecological system. Based on findings, the applicability of an adaptive co-
management is discussed.  
 
Through looking into the case study of Tram Chim National Park, the thesis 
investigates the management and governance of natural resources in Vietnam. Using 
resilience theory as an approach, it assesses how to improve conservation and 
management in the face of economic growth, poverty alleviation, and uncertainty, and 
explores opportunities for adaptive co-management with collaboration as a means of 
governance. Simultaneously, the paper aims to provide local decision-makers, 
including Park Authority, and environmentalists and conservationists concerned with 
a framework of elaborating the ecosystem approach in a particular context. 
 

1.3. Conceptual framework and methods 
 
The framework of this thesis is the resilience of a social-ecological system and the 
theory on adaptive co-management. Figure 1 below represents a conceptual model of 
the dynamics facing a linked social-ecological system. 
 

Institutions 
(Social norms and rules) 

Management: 
actors, organizations  

K
now

ledge system
s 

 
Ex

te
rn

al
 d

riv
er

s 

Ecosystem functions + 
dynamics 

Figure 1: A conceptual model of the dynamics facing a linked social-ecological system 
A social-ecological system (SES) consists of an ecosystem, the management of this ecosystem 

by actors and organizations, and the formal (rules) and informal (social norms and conventions) 
institutions underlying this management. The capacity of ecosystems to generate valuable 

ecosystem services depends on ecological dynamics as well as the organizational and 
institutional capacity to manage this dynamics. 
(Source: Modified from Hahn et al. (in press)) 
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A social-ecological system (SES) consists of an ecosystem, the management of this 
ecosystem by actors and organizations, and the formal (rules) and informal (social 
norms and conventions) institutions underlying this management (Hahn et al. (in 
press)). While ecological resilience is understood as the magnitude of disturbance that 
can be experienced before a system moves into a different state (Holling, 1973) and 
social resilience is defined as the ability of human communities to withstand external 
shocks to their social infrastructure (Adger, 2000), resilience of a SES dynamically 
involves its capacity to cope with disturbance (adaptability) as well as its capacity to 
transform to a new stability domain when fundamental conditions (ecological, 
political, social, economic) make the existing system untenable (transformability) 
(Olsson, 2004b). Systems may be resilient in term of ecology but socially undesirable 
and vice versa. As generalized by Folke et al. (2002), social-ecological resilience is 
related to (i) the magnitude of shock that the system can absorb and remain within a 
given state; (ii) the degree to which the system is capable of self-organization; and 
(iii) the degree to which the system can build capacity for learning adaptation.  
 
Social-ecological resilience requires a management that secures the capacity of 
ecosystems to sustain societal development and progress with essential ecosystem 
services (Folke et al., 2003). Practically, the aforementioned management attributes 
adaptability and flexibility, and involves collaborative partnership in a network-based 
pattern. It emerges as a response to perception that systems are dynamic and complex, 
and that management in the face of complexity and uncertainty requires participation 
of interested parties (Ludwig, 2001). The term adaptive co-management is denoted to 
management of this sort. Adaptive co-management is defined as flexible community-
based system of resource management tailored to specific places and situations, 
supported by, and working with, various organizations at different levels (Folke et al., 
2003). Co-management roughly implies sharing of management power and 
responsibility while adaptive management is denoted to the dynamic learning 
characteristics (Berkes, 2004).  
 
In the search for answers to common questions involving governance and 
management2 of natural resources in Vietnam, the thesis investigates insights of this 
process in a particular area, Tram Chim National Park, using case study method. 

 
McAllister (1995) has distinguished between historical and structural approaches. The 
former regards the world as the result of historical events and contingencies while the 
latter portrays it as the consequence of systematic constraints and regularities. At the 
                                                
2 The terms Governance and Management are distinct but sometimes interchangeable. These two refer 
to an act or activity to govern and/or control a nation or institution. However, governance is understood 
to be more encompassing and political, while management implies a more technical service (Rhodes, 
R. 1997; NGG4 Lectures, 2004) 
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same time, historical approach is more interpretative and values complexity and 
particularity, whereas structural approach focuses on explanation and values 
simplicity and generality. In this light, this paper is more historical than structural. 
 
The analysis is to be more qualitative than quantitative, with much dependence on 
literature review and secondary data. Secondary data are acquired from various 
sources, including Tram Chim National Park authority, Tam Nong district authorities, 
Dong Thap province authorities, Birdlife International organization, Can Tho 
University, Institute of Geography, Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, 
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development. While published information is 
prevalent in analysis, unpublished and/or manuscript reports and statistics were also 
used, in particular where official data gained is not sufficient. 
 
In addition to secondary data, empirical data was collected through observations, 
interviews, which aimed at observing and understanding local people and authorities’ 
behavior and viewpoints, and gathering facts. Some of empirical data was previously 
gained by the author through his two fieldtrips to the Park in 2002 and 2003 within 
the frame of a Millennium Ecosystem Assessment’s (MA) Subglobal Project in Lower 
Mekong; others have been collected with the help of author’s colleagues, i.e. in-field 
observations, interviewing local people and authorities, all of which were conducted 
in late 2004 - early 2005. At the same time, data of this sort was also acquired via e-
mail and telephone exchange. Interviews, conducted by either the author or 
intermediaries, were semi-structured or unstructured.
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Chapter 2 

Case study 
 
 
 
 

2.1. Biophysical setting 
 
Mekong River is the largest river in Southeast Asia, forming an extensive delta 
covering 4.95 million ha, of which 39.0 million ha lie in Vietnam (Buckton et al., 
1999). The Lower Mekong Delta in Vietnam is characterized by diverse wetland 
ecosystems. One of the most typical wetlands in the region is the Plain of Reeds, 
which previously covered some 700,000 ha of Dong Thap, Long An and Tien Giang 
provinces. The Plain of Reeds once was covered with a thick mat of vegetations of 
different types (Buckton et al., 1999). 
 
Tram Chim National Park (10o 40’-10o 47’ N, 105o 26’-105o 36’ E) locates in Tam 
Nong district, Dong Thap province, Vietnam. Known as the last remnant of the Plain 
of Reeds’ wetlands, the Park covers an area of 7,588 ha, encompassing a strict 
protection area of 6,889 ha, a forest rehabilitation area of 653 ha, and 46 ha for 
administration and services (Pham, 1998).  Tram Chim’s relief is quite flat with a 
mean elevation of 1.5 m a.s.l. (Dong Thap province’s People’s Committee, 1999). A 
map of the Park’s location in Dong Thap province is represented in Figure 2. 
 
As lying within the Mekong Delta, Tram Chim area has a tropical monsoon climate, 
with distinct wet and dry seasons. Mean daily temperatures show little variation 
throughout the year, typically ranging from 26oC in January to 29oC in April (Buckton 
et al., 1999). Records show a mean annual temperature of 27.0oC. The mean annual 
humidity stabilizes in 82-83%, with slightly seasonal variation. The dry season lasts 
from December until April. The mean annual rainfall is around 1,400 mm with most 
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rain falling in September and October (Dong Thap province’s People’s Committee, 
1999). 

 
Figure 2: Tram Chim National Park in Dong Thap province, Vietnam 

(Source: Institute of Geography, Vietnam) 
 
The large seasonal variation in climate results in an equally large variation on 
hydrology in the area, which is intensively influenced by the flow of the Mekong 
River and the intensity of monsoon rains. Tram Chim normally starts flooding in late 
August. Depth and duration of flooding slightly vary, can be as deep as 3 m and last 
for 2-5 months (Buckton et al., 1999; Dong Thap province’s People’s Committee. 
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1999). Flooding regime is of great importance to the productivity of the whole delta in 
general and the wetlands’ conservation of Tram Chim National Park in particular. 
 
The soil in the area is derived from sediments transported by the Mekong River. Two 
main soil classes are recognized: old alluvial sediments and acid-sulphate soils. The 
former is found in northern parts and in elevated slots while the latter is in lower sites, 
which are permanently or seasonally flooded. 
 

2.2. Ecological characteristics 
 
Covering 7,588 ha, the Park is managerially divided into 5 zones, identified as A1 
through A5 (see Figure 3), by canals (Pham, T.T., 1998). Ecologically, the area 
includes three prevailing types of vegetation (Buckton et al., 1999), i.e. grasslands, 
Melaleuca forests, and open swamps.  

 
Investigations identify 198 bird species of 49 families, of which 88% are found in dry 
season (Dong Thap province’s People’s Committee, 1999). According to Collar et al. 
(1994), there are 16 bird species in the area that are classified globally-endangered. 
Particular species among them include red-headed crane (Sarus Crane), etc.  
 
It is found in the Park a wide range of algae species, plankton species and benthos 
species. Surveys in 1991-1997 in A1 section identified 55 fish species. Fish species in 
the Park can be divided into two groups, one include those living in static waters (e.g. 
ponds, stagnant waters) and the other in flowing waters (e.g. canals, channels, creeks). 

Box 1: Three Types of Vegetations in Tram Chim National Park 
Out of five found grassland communities in the park, one dominated by Eleocharis dulcis and 
wild rice Oryza rufipogon is of the highest conservation significance (Buckton et al., 1999). The 
other grassland communities are dominated by Eleocharis ochrostachys, Painful repens, 
Ischaemum rugosum and Vossia cuspidata. Grasslands are significant habitats for large 
populations of water-birds, especially in winter when thousands of waterfowl visit.  

Beside grasslands, Melaleuca plantations, which currently cover approximately 3,000 ha out of 
some 7,600 ha of the park (Shulman, D., 2002), are typical for the park’s conservation 
significance. These plantations provide habitats for a number of species (i.e. water-birds, 
monkeys, snakes, fish, rodents, etc.). Research shows that Melaleuca vegetation is prone to 
fire but has very strong capacity to recover and regenerate after fires (Le et al., 1999).  

The last include permanently inundated low-lying places, known as open swamps, of which 
dominant species are lotus varieties (Nelumbo nucifera, Nymphaea nouchali, N. pubescens, 
and N. tetragona) along with many other water-grass species (Buckton et al., 1999). For a 
couple of last decades, these swamps have been heavily exploited by local people. Other 
problems that threaten the biodiversity of the swamp are residual chemicals from agriculture 
production and use of electric shock-based fishing devices that destroy within their active range 
all other wildlife, including spawns and juvenile fish (Personal Communications. Park Authority, 
2003). 
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It is recognized in our 2003 investigations that the Park provides a wide variety of 
ecosystem services (see Table 1). Little, however, is known about the stocks and 
flows of these services. Most of the services are decreased at an alarming rate as 
consequences of human interventions, both purposely and by accident. Some of these 
services, notably fuel-wood, fish, and medical plants, are being depleted due to illegal 
extraction of local people whilst others (e.g. habitats for endangered bird species, 
water regulation) are being distorted by conservation measures (e.g. canalization, 
water management) (Personal Communications. Dong Thap province authorities, 
2003 and 2004). It is acknowledged that many of the ecosystem services in the Park, 
for example, water purification, cultural values, inspirational, aesthetic values, have 
not been thoroughly assessed, neither precisely known (Personal Communications. 
Park Authority, 2003).  
 
Table 1: Ecosystem Services  
 

Ref. Ecosystem service3 Assessment status 
A Provisioning  

1 Timber and fuel-wood Yes 
2 Food (e.g. fish, animals providing meat, 

vegetables) 
Yes 

3 Medical plants NA 

4 Genetic source Yes 
B Regulating 

5 Water regulation and purification NA 
6 Micro-climate regulation NA 

C Cultural  
7 Aesthetic NA 
8 Educational Yes 
9 Inspirational NA 

10 Recreational and eco-tourism Yes 
D Supporting  

11 Habitats for species (esp. for endangered birds) Yes 
12 Pollination  NA 
13 CO2 sequestration NA 
14 Silt trapping NA 

Note: NA stands for Not Available 

                                                
3 Categorization of ecosystem services presented in Table 1 is primarily based on the ecosystem service 
classification recognized by the MA Conceptual Framework (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment. 
2003) 



 

 11 

 
In terms of ecosystem dynamics and resilience, research outcomes seem to be too 
poor. As a wetland conservation site, the health of the Tram Chim’s ecosystems is 
substantively dependent on the appropriate water and managed water level (Birdlife 
International, 2001b); however, water management remains puzzling to the 
authorities.  
 
Holling et al. (1995) have manifested ecosystem dynamics in a model of the four-
phase (exploitation, conservation, release, and reorganization) renewal cycle. Also, 
ecosystems are complex and dynamic and have multiple stabilities; instabilities can 
move a system from one stability domain to another (see for example Scheffer et al., 
2001; Bengtsson et al., 2003; Elmqvist et al., 2003). In Tram Chim, little of the 
ecosystem’s released bound energy, ecological reorganization and ecosystem’s multi-
state stability domain has been known, except fundamental records on recovery of 
Melaleuca forests and grasslands after fire (i.e. the burnt Melaleuca stand regenerates 
based on remaining stumps and seeds of burnt mature Melaleuca individuals to 
disperse in fire (internal memory), and seeds dispersed from adjacent Melaleuca 
stands (external memory)) (Le et al., 1999; Shulman, 2002). 
 
It is realized that there are recently three main disturbances in the Park, including 
water level, fire, and human encroachment (Birdlife International, 2001b). However, 
there is not a thorough analysis about the dynamics of each event, and the shifting 
threshold in and resilience after disturbances. Nor is there an analysis that includes 
social perspectives in ecological dynamics. What the Park has done, including canal 
construction, managed water level experiments, etc. implies that it is trying to 
maintain or restore the same picture of the Park’s ecosystems as it was decades ago, 
by keeping it as closed and static as they can. 
 

2.3. Social characteristics 
 
The Tram Chim National Park borders five communes, namely Tan Cong Sinh, Phu 
Tho, Phu Duc, Phu Hiep and Phu Thanh B, and Tam Nong district’s Tram Chim town 
(hereinafter collectively referred to as six communes) (see Figure 3). These six 
administrative units accommodate some 31,956 inhabitants of 6,327 households. The 
number of people who live within the park area (on Phu Hiep dyke) is 8,978 (1,753 
households), and these people are those who most affect the ecosystems in the area 
(Dong Thap province’s People’s Committee, 1999). 
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1,020 out of 1,753 households settling on Phu Hiep dyke (approximately 58%) have 
lands for production (Dong Thap province’s People’s Committee, 1999). The main 
livelihood of those households includes agriculture, silviculture and aquaculture. 
Those who do not have lands for cultivation live on service business, handicraft 
production and/or selling labor. Figure 4 represents the structure of local livelihood.  

49.3

5.50.7

21.1

1.1

13.1

9.2 rice farming

cash crops

animal husbandry

aquaculture

home craft

services

others

 

 
 

Figure 4: Structure of local livelihood 
(Data source: Dong Thap province’s People’s Committee) 

A4 

A
3 

Concentrated residential area 

C 

Phu Thanh B Commune 

A2 

A5 

Phu Duc  
Commune 

A1 

Phu Hiep Commune 

Tan Cong Sinh Commune 

Phu Tho Commune 

Phu Hiep Dyke 

Tram Chim Town 

Figure 3: Tram Chim National Park in relation to adjacent communities 
Tram Chim National Park is managerially divided into five sections (A1 through A5) plus a service area 

(C). It is also surrounded by five communes and a town. Concentrated residential areas that are located just 
next to the ecologically protected sites are evaluated of most impacts on the ecosystems. 

(Source: Tram Chim Authority) 
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Surveys show that two-thirds households have temporary houses while only 3.5% of 
surveyed households possess solid (brick-walled) houses. Very few households have 
survival domestic furniture. It is acknowledged that many local inhabitants from both 
groups make their living by extracting ecosystem goods from the Park (e.g. fuel-
wood, fish). 
 
In term of education, statistics show that a proportion of 56 % have finished primary 
school, 13 % have finished lower secondary school while 29 % are illiterate (Dong 
Thap province’s People’s Committee, 1999). Very few persons in these communes 
have held university or college degree (Duong et al., 1999). 
 
The health care and education in the buffer areas are poor. In addition, annual 
flooding and impoverishment prevent many local people from obtaining these 
services. The traffic system is underdeveloped. 
 
Physically, the Park is demarcated from these communities by a 60 km long 
embankment, but in reality this demarcation seems to take very little effectiveness 
since the local people are in contact with different sections of the Park daily. Statistics 
shows that on average there are around 100-150 people encroaching the Park daily 
(Dong Thap province’s People’s Committee, 1999). Local encroachment is in search 
for fuel-wood, fish, animals, and so on, which results in loss in biodiversity (Personal 
Communications. Park Authority, 2002 and 2003). The local people depend their lives 
on the conservation area in fields of living environment as well as benefits it provides. 
They interact with the Park and, as a result, are part of the dynamics of the system. As 
such, these two components, namely local human communities and the park’s natural 
ecosystems, are very closely interrelated and, to some extent, interdependent. In other 
words, these two are parts of the same social-ecological system. 
 

2.4. Stakeholders 
 
In this analysis, a stakeholder is defined as a person, organization or group with 
interests in natural resources in Tram Chim National Park. In this sense, stakeholders 
include both people with power to control the use of resources and those with no 
influence but whose livelihood is affected by changing use of resources. In order to 
group stakeholders for easier investigation, concepts of primary4, secondary5, and 
external6 stakeholders are used. 

                                                
4 Primary stakeholders tend to have low influence over the outcomes of decisions, but they are directly 
dependent on ecosystems and their welfare is important to the decision –makers (Brown, K. NGG3 
Lecture materials). 
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In relation to Tram Chim’s resource use and management, key stakeholders are 
recognized as presented in Table 2 bellow. 
 

Table 2: Key stakeholders in Tram Chim National Park 
 
Primary Secondary External 
 
 
 
1. Local 

people 
2. Tourists 

 
 
3. Park authority 
4. Dong Thap province’s 

People’s Committee 
and its subordinate 
bodies 

5. Ministries Agriculture 
and Rural 
Development 

6. Communal authorities of six adjacent 
communes 

7. Tam Nong district’s People’s 
Committee and its subordinate 
bodies 

8. Ministries of Planning and 
Investment, Interior, Natural 
Resource and Environment; National 
Administration of Tourism  

9. Ramsar Convention on Wetlands, 
Convention on Biological Diversity 

10. Conservation organizations (Birdlife, 
ICF, etc.) 

11. Academia (Can Tho University, 
Institute of Geography, Institute of 
Ecology and Bio-resources, etc.) 

                                                                                                                                       
5 Secondary stakeholders can influence decisions being made since they are predominantly decision 
makers and those engaged in implementing decisions. Their welfare is not a priority (Brown, K. NGG3 
Lecture materials). 
6 External stakeholders are those individuals or groups who can exert an influence over the outcome of 
a process through lobbying the decision makers, but those interests are not important (Brown, K. 
NGG3 Lecture materials). 
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Chapter 3 

Description and analysis of current situation 
 
 
 
 

3.1. Drivers 
 
The term “driver” is used widely in the ecological and other natural sciences with 
different meanings (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment. 2003). In this paper, a 
“driver” is understood as any natural or human-induced factor that directly or 
indirectly influences a change in a system. 
 
As mentioned in previous section, ecosystems of Tram Chim National Park and the 
social components in the vicinity are regarded as a social-ecological system. With this 
view, drivers described in this section are those that are recognized driving changes of 
the system as a whole. 
 
Literature reveals that a set of factors that cause changes of ecological entities in the 
Park has been identified; however, very few discuss factors of ecosystem changes in a 
context that includes local communities in the vicinity as integral components. In 
Tram Chim Investment and Improvement Project’s documents, it is listed two 
challenges to the Park Authority, i.e. social-economic pressure and management 
capacity of Park Authority (Dong Thap province’s People’s Committee, 1999). 
Several others stressed land use change and cultivation habit of local people. 
Aggregately, divers of change of the system could fall into six groups:  
 

(1) demographic driver (4) cultural driver 
(2) economic driver (5) land use change  
(3) institutional driver  (6) production inputs. 
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The buffer area of the Park populates a large number of people. On Phu Hiep dyke 
only (see Figure 3 above), for example, there are 1,753 households with 8,987 
inhabitants, 282 of them are “free-movers” (not registered to communal authority). 
The average population density of the six adjacent communities is 410 people per sq. 
km, compared to the whole Tam Nong district’s value of 171 people per sq. km (Dong 
Thap province’s People’s Committee, 1999). About one fifth of the labor force has no 
job or job of unstableness (Dong Thap province’s People’s Committee, 1999). The 
dense population plus a high population growth is creating substantial pressure on the 
system, especially since most inhabitants are in an impoverished condition. In their 
struggle for food and other necessities, they do agriculture and fish-farming, collect 
fuel-wood and other services in the Park, sell labor inside and outside the area, etc. 
Also, the local people and the Park are influenced by economic interests of the region, 
the province and the district as well. These demographic and economic driving forces’ 
synergy leads to dramatic changes in land use pattern, including degradation of 
cultivated land. Wetlands have been converted to paddy fields or shrimp and fish 
farms. In an effort to accelerate production outputs, local people use an increasing 
quantity of chemical inputs, i.e. herbicides and pesticides, which lends to the change 
of both the system’s living and non-living parts. 
 
Institutional driver involves among others formal rules and informal conventions and 
agencies whose mandate is to apply those rules and conventions for a certain purpose. 
As such, institutional driver appears to be very substantive. In Tram Chim National 
Park, driver of the sort is acknowledged to play a vital role in both processes of 
formulating and implementing decisions and policies (Dong Thap province’s People’s 
Committee, 1999). Park decision makers influence the Park’s management practice 
and indirectly human activities in adjacent areas, and in turn, are influenced by those 
factors. Observations show that in practice, the decision making normally excludes 
local voice; disputes between authorities and inhabitant communities tend to be 
managed by either sides, not resolved by both sides through, for example, 
bilateral/mutual negotiations; and some policies have not been seriously implemented 
(resettlement and land compensation, for example).  
 
Another driver that is paid increasing attention to by both scientists and managers is 
cultural driver7. Local inhabitants, like people in the whole Plain of Reeds, are 
characterized by undisciplined habit and liberal behavior (Dao Duy Anh, 2002). In 
addition, their lives depend heavily on nature and the goods and services it provides, 
in particular on water. As a result, it appears that local people tend to respect rules of 
informal laws rather than formal ones. Local encroachment into the Park for illegal 

                                                
7 Cultural driver refers to drivers that are determined by cultural values, belief, and norms a group of people 
share (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment. 2003) 
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harvesting and extraction is, apart from needs for life making, persistently 
“consistent” to their prolonged routine of living (Personal communications. Local 
authorities and Local people, 2003 and 2004). Law enforcement, which is seen to be 
poor nationwide, contribute to the persistence. 
 
Of listed drivers, the last two are direct drivers which directly influence the change of 
the system, while the first four are indirect. The indirect organizes, and in turn, is 
influenced by, the direct. These drivers all interact in a synergetic combination as well 
as in a complex fashion, both vertical and horizontal, to create changes in the system. 
Economic pressure, for instance, constrains policy makers to decide to do land 
conversion initiative and inhabitants to use more herbicides in paddy cultivation as 
well, which enlarges cultivated lands and accelerate rice farming on one hand and 
makes soil degraded, ecosystems depleted, water polluted, etc. on the other. 
Moreover, changes in the system also lead to feedbacks on the drivers of change.  
 

3.2. Institutional Arrangement 

3.2.1. National Park in protected area system 

 
Protected areas in Vietnam are designated in several different ways. The protected 
network includes categories of wetland protected areas, marine protected areas, man 
and biosphere reserve, world heritage sites, and special use forests (ICEM, 2003). 
According to this categorization, national parks (along with nature conservation area 
and cultural, historical and environmental area/landscape conservation area) falls into 
special use forests8 (see Figure 5) and is regulated by national legislation and 
regulations concerned. 
 
Special use forest, at the same time, is one of three principal forest management 
categories applicable in Vietnam (two others including protection and production 
forests). 
  

                                                
8 Special use forest is defined in Article 3 of the Forest Protection and Development Law as “forests 
mainly planned for forest development aiming at conservation of natural, standard specimens of the 
national forest ecosystem, forest botanical and animal gene resources, scientific research, protection of 
historical/cultural relics and landscapes, and tourism.” (ICEM, 2003) 
The term special use is simply a forest management category, that its administrative responsibility 
remains with relevant governmental agencies at different levels, and that it does not imply policy and 
decision making is necessarily coordinated (ICEM, 2003).  
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3.2.2. Legal framework 

 
Tram Chim National Park, of which the most significance for conservation is its 
wetland ecosystems, falls into the Vietnam’s special use forest (Article 1, 
Government’s Decision No. 253/1998/QD-TTg). This means that the conservation 
activity of Tram Chim National Park is regulated by a legal framework that is 
applicable to both special use forest and wetlands reserve. Legal grounds in 
connection to both are described below. 
 
The most substantive legal legislation that relates to special use forests is the Law on 
Forest Protection and Development (1991). Following this code, a number of specific 
regulations have been documented (see Box 2). Those all documents creates a 
framework that better integrates forest sector in policies and decisions concerned, 
widely engages sectoral agencies in the issues and supportively involves stakeholders’ 
participation (Forest Inventory and Planning Institute and Birdlife International, 
1999). The large number of documented regulations, nonetheless, does not always 
reflect an effective legal framework. It is recognized there are conflicting rules that 
cause confusions in application. Moreover, there acceptably exists the overlap in both 
management responsibility and authority. Thus, the legal framework on one hand has 
strategically gained a broad improvement for the past decades and requires 
tremendous revisions on the other (ICEM, 2003). 
 

Protected Areas Network 

Wetland Protected 
Areas (proposed) 

Wetland of Intl. 
Importance 
(RAMSAR) 

Special Use 
Forests 

Marine Protected 
Areas (proposed) 

Man and 
Biosphere 
Reserves 

World Heritage 
Sites 

 
 

National Park 

[Tram Chim 1998] 

Nature Conservation Areas 
(incl. Nature Reserve and 

Species/Habitat 
Conservation Areas) 

[Tram Chim 1994] 

Cultural, Historical and 
Environmental 

Areas/Landscape 
Conservation Areas 

Figure 5: National Park in Protected Areas Network in Vietnam 
Tram Chim National Park (Tram Chim 1998), with direct and significant link to wetlands, is 

decreed to fall into the category of special use forests and thus regulated by legislation and rules 
applicable to this category.  

(Source: Modified from ICEM, 2003) 
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Box 2 represents a list of legal documents in connection with special use forest and 
national park management. 
 

 
In term of wetlands, wetlands management has been addressed in a number of laws 
and regulations, directly or indirectly regulated through policies on agriculture, 
forestry, aquaculture, aquatic resource exploitation, and environment protection. 
Before early 1990s, most regulations on wetlands focused on encouraging economic 
exploitation of wetlands resources (in a term meaning “lands with water-bodies”) and 
did not include a clear policy to address the protection, expansion or reduction of 
wetland areas (Doan Nang, 2003). Since then, many legal documents have been 
issued with an increasing consideration to protection and management of wetlands in 
Vietnam.  
 
One of the most important landmarks regarding wetlands conservation in Vietnam is 
the birth of Government’s Decree No. 109/2003/NĐ-CP dated September 23, 2003 on 
Conservation and Sustainable Development of Wetlands. Eight months later, the 
decree was further specified in a ministerial Decision No. 04/2004/QĐ-BTNMT on 
Approving the Action Plan for Conservation and Sustainable Development of 
Wetlands in the period 2004-2010, which was issued on April 5, 2004 by Ministry of 
Natural Resources and Environment. These two documents create a comprehensive 

Box 2:  

List of legal documents in connection with special use forest and national park  
 
Date of issuance Document 
August 19, 1991 Law on Forest Protection and Development 
January 17, 1992  Decree No. 18/HDBT on Endangered Species and Management and Conservation 

Mechanisms 
September 15, 1992  Decision No. 327/CT on Use of Open land, Bare hills, Forest, Coastal alluviums and Water 

bodies 
December 5, 1992  Decree No. 14/CT on Punitive Sanction in Forest Protection and Management 
March 27, 1993  Directive No. 130/TTg on Protection and Management of Endangered Plant and Animal 

Species 
November 29, 1996  Decree No. 77/CP on Punitive Sanction in Forest Protection and Forest Resources 

Management 
May 29, 1996  Directive No. 359/TTg on Urgent Measures to Protect and Develop Wild Animal Species 
July 24, 1996  Official Letter No. 2472/NN-KL-CV on Strengthening Wildlife Protection and Development 
November 16, 1999  Decree 163/ND-CP on Allocation and Lease of Forest Land to Organizations, Households, 

and Individuals for long-term Forestry Purposes 
January 11, 2001  Decision No. 08/QD-TTg on Management of Special-use Forest, Protection Forest and 

Production Forest 
September 17, 2003  Decision No. 192/2003/QĐ-TTg on approving the Strategy for Vietnam’s Nature Reserve 

Network Management to the year 2010 
December 2, 2003  Decision No. 256/2003/QĐ-TTg on Approving National Environment Protection Strategy to 

the year 2010 and the Orientation to the year 2020 
Source: ICEM, 2003 
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legal ground for efforts to conserve wetlands in Vietnam, including Tram Chim 
National Park. 
 

3.2.3. Tram Chim National Park: new status – new statute 

 
Tram Chim was first selected in 1975 by Dong Thap authorities as a site for restoring 
the original Plain of Reeds. With the recognition of red-headed crane (Sarus Crane) – 
a globally endangered species – in 1986 by the International Crane Foundation (ICF), 
the area was then designated as a Sarus Crane Reserve by the Dong Thap province 
People’s Committee. Tram Chim gained Nature Reserve status in 1994, under the title 
Tram Chim Tam Nong. In an effort to preserve the wetland biodiversity of the last 
remnant of the Plain of Reeds, Tram Chim Tam Nong was decreed to be Tram Chim 
National Park in 1998 by Vietnam Government (Pham, T.T., 1998). 
 
According to the foundation decision, Tram Chim National Park is decreed to fall 
under the special use forest. The decision also approves an investment project that 
aims at (i) conserving the Tram Chim’s ecosystems as a typical wetland of the Lower 
Mekong Delta, and (ii) preserving unique cultural, historical and scientific values, and 
properly exploiting the ecosystems, of the area. Moreover, this document creates a 
frame that facilitates resource (both financial and human) raising and investment for 
conservation objectives and an enabling regime for local involvement in ecosystems’ 
conservation. In other words, the decision has given the Park a stronger authorization 
and a broader legal framework. 
 

3.3. Governance and Management 
 

Before describing the governance and management in Tram Chim National Park, it is 
worth mentioning something about the worldview behind the management approach 
and the governance of protected areas in Vietnam, including the Tram Chim. 
 
For the past decade, the concept environment has been mentioned more and more 
often in academic society as well as in the media. It is related to such terms as nature 
reserve, nature conservation area, world’s heritage site, and national park. The way 
these terms are treated, however, is quite different. Environment is considered a 
common concern, affair and/or responsibility while the rest fall within a single realm 
of experts and professional managers. In other words, protected areas, including 
nature reserves and national parks, are somewhat places that can be mentioned to 
public but involved by only a group of professionals. That is, common people are 
outsiders to these places. 
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In particular, the management of the national park, including the Tram Chim, is 
guided by an approach that tends to separate the area from the surroundings and 
exclude or try to exclude any factor from outside. Moreover, nature assets in national 
parks seem to be statically preserved in exactly one steady state, normally that of the 
original or the previously desired. This view goes at odds with the theory on multiple 
stability domains of ecosystems (Holling at el. 1995), and such the “pathology” of 
natural resource management was prescribed by Holling and Meffe (1996). In term of 
governance worldview, one prevalent attitude is that the nature protected is isolated 
from societal activities and hence, policies seem to isolate physically and 
institutionally natural components from social ones. 
 

3.3.1. Governance arrangement 

 
It has been witnessed during recent years a gradual change in governance arrangement 
of Vietnam’s natural resource management. There has been a dramatic shift in forest 
management viewpoint, from exploitative to conservative. The forest sector has 
recently been given more recognition, e.g. through issued legislations and 
reforestation/afforestation programs. Wetlands conservation actions have been 
initiated. Decentralization is mentioned in a number of policies concerned. 
Institutional responsibility has been further clarified and institutional involvement in 
the policy making process has been recognized (ICEM, 2003). 
 
For Tram Chim National Park, the foundation decision formulates an important frame 
for its governance arrangement. According to this document, Tram Chim National 
Park authority is founded by the Dong Thap province’s People’s Committee and 
accountable to this provincial Committee, Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development (MARD), and Government. Management and executive of the Park are 
consistent with the Law on Forest Protection and Development, and other regulations 
on special-use forests issued by authorized agencies (Item II of Article 3, Decision 
No. 253/1998/QD-TTg). 
 
In reality, the governance arrangement concerning the Tram Chim is much more 
complex. Since the Park falls under special use forest, it is regulated by forest 
authority at the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development. At the same time, as 
a wetland conservation area, it is also under the ruling of wetlands-related institutions 
such as relevant authorities at the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment and 
the Ministry of Fishery. Apart from being founded and responsible to Dong Thap 
province’s People’s Committee, the Park is supposed to interact (substantively in term 
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of expertise consultation) with such the province’s bodies as the Departments of 
Agriculture and Rural Development, Natural Resources and Environment, and 
Science and Technology. Interactions of Park Authority with authorities of Tam Nong 
district, where the Park is located, with authorities of six communes, and with people 
in the buffer zone are acknowledged to be as complicated (Personal Communications. 
Park Authority, 2004), with conflicts appearing in fields of economic benefits and 
livelihood. In addition, there is another number of relationship and 
interventions/interactions between Park Authority and other sectoral authorities, 
research institutions, universities, NGOs, international conventions and treaties (e.g. 
Ramsar Convention, UN Convention on Biological Diversity). 
 
This complex web of interactions is regulated by both formal and informal 
institutions. Overlapping responsibility between and among management authorities 
of different levels and sectors lends to the complexity. Figure 6 describes a simplified 
governance arrangement of Tram Chim National Park. 
 
It is recognized that the governance arrangement of Tram Chim National Park 
represents a top-down approach and exclusive policy, which facilitates no or very 
little collaboration, between stakeholders and organizations across levels (vertical) or 
among different sectors at the same level (horizontal). The fragile collaboration 
between Park Authority and six local communities manifests the exclusiveness. As 
shown in Figure 6, local people are excluded from governance arrangement and 
hence, the existing relationship between them with Park Authority is weak. Park 
Authority attempts to isolate the area as much as possible from the societal 
surroundings. With the goal of stopping the local people from encroaching (Personal 
Communications. Park Authority, 2003) Park’s officers consider the order-keeping 
and socio-economic development of adjacent communities are fully assigned to the 
six local authorities, that their task is merely to manage one certain area independent 
and separated from the surroundings, and that each side is supposed to solve its own 
problems. In turn, in the eye of local dwellers, the Park Authority looks like a 
“powerful stranger”, which should be avoided (Personal Communications. Local 
people, 2002 and 2003). As a result, the mistrust between two the sides is deepened. 
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It is recorded there have been efforts of the Park Authority in collaboration with local 
communal authorities and local Women’s Union offices, in small loan programs 
directed and funded by Dong Thap province authorities. These efforts aimed to help 
local farmers to alleviate poverty so that they ceased to illegally harvest resources 
within the Park, or at least reduced their encroachment (Duong et al. 1999). This 
objective was unfortunately not satisfactorily achieved since, among other reasons, 
the beneficiaries were given an amount of money but not provided with how to spend 
it efficiently. More specifically, with a small amount of short-term loan, they could 
neither change their livelihood nor sustain their existing one. In this incidence, it turns 
out to another perspective of exclusion: exclusion of local people’s real conditions in 
local people-related policies. That caused, in this specific case, Dong Thap province 

Figure 6: A simple model of Governance Arrangement of Tram Chim National Park 
Tram Chim National Park authority is subordinated under Dong Thap province authorities and 

administratively independent from Tam Nong district authorities as well as authorities of six communes in 
the buffer zone. The relationship of Park Authority with those seven bodies, like that with NGOs, is found 
to be merely sort of consultation for mutual benefits and/or expertise. The Park Authority and Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) as well as other governmental bodies interact on a sectoral 

administrative basis, usually with the Dong Thap province authorities as the intermediary. Direct 
stakeholders including local people in six communes and visitors have no involvement in this Tram Chim 

National Park-centered governance arrangement. 

Directive 
Administrative consultation 
Consultation for mutual benefits or expertise 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Academia, 
 

NGOs, 
 

etc. 

Government 

Dong Thap province 
authorities 

MARD Other  
govt. bodies 

Tam Nong 
district 

authorities 

Six 
communal 
authorities 

 
 
 

Tram Chim  
National Park authority 

(“Park Authority”) 

 
Local people 

 
Visitors 



 

 24 

authorities not to fulfill their task as the director and coordinator. More generally, 
differences between group interests and real conditions of the situation have not been 
thoroughly taken into account. The real conditions mentioned above refer to not only 
the impoverishment state of the local inhabitants but also the interplay between the 
local society outside and the ecosystem inside the Park’s boundary, which constitute 
the so-called social-ecological system. The difference in groups’ interests that matters 
to the Park governance is reflected in Figure 7 below. 
 

 

3.3.2. Management: actors vs. stakeholders 

 
The current management approach, as aforementioned, appears to be static and 
content-oriented with focus mostly on maintaining the same ecosystem as it was 
through thorough prevention of disturbances. This approach led to the implementation 
of management initiatives that, in many cases, resulted in negative consequences and 
impacts on the social-ecological system rather than strengthening its resilience. In 
other words, the management is more preservative than conservative. Piecemeal plans 
along with misunderstanding/ misinterpretation of the system and system’s behavior 
cause changes in the ecosystem’s and its components’ natural functions. Canalization, 

 
Dong Thap province authorities 

 
Ecosystem Health  Social - economic Wealth 

 
Ecological Integrity   Envir. Protection     Poverty Alleviation 

Tram Chim National Park 
authority 

Tam Nong 
district 

authorities 
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Figure 7: Disparity of group interests 
The disparity of interests goes from most ecological (Park Authority) through most economic (Local people). 

Tam Nong district authorities are in the middle with concern of both ecology (notably in term of environmental 
protection) and social-economics, whilst six communal authorities are more interested in economic 

improvement. Interests of most significance to local people lie within economic well-off and poverty reduction. 
This disparity in interest of different groups falls within range of concern of Dong Thap province authorities 

which is assigned to take care of ecological through socio-economic issues in the province. 
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intensively managed water levels, and inappropriate fire control are examples of the 
disruption.  
 
At the same time, management 
structure of the park is 
operationally facing difficulty 
caused mostly by shortage of 
human and financial resources. 
Box 3 is an overview of practical 
challenges concerning the park’s 
management organization. 
 
Exclusion of local communities 
in management initiatives, which 
could be described as a mis-scaling of the spatial conservation area, increases the 
human-induced depletion of ecosystem functions. In Tram Chim, the six adjacent 
communities in the buffer area are closely interrelated to the core nature reserve. They 
form an integral half of the Park as a complete system of conservation. Excluding 
them entails missing out on an important art of the social-ecological system. 
 
It is the exclusion that possibly causes a gap in ecological knowledge (e.g. local 
knowledge on forest ecosystem, fish, bird) necessary to better understand the 
underlying of the system dynamics. While there is a great deal of uncertainty 
regarding the ecosystem health, resilience and cycle, in particular in integration with 
disturbance such as fire, flooding regime, and polluted water, local communities, who 
possess more or less understanding about ecological systems around them (e.g. 
flooding operation and impacts on grasslands, bird communities), are frequently 
disconnected or neglected in acquiring information and designing management 
options. 
 
This situation has created and deepened the conflicts between different stakeholders, 
which seem to be continuously managed rather than resolved. The Park Authority is 
focusing on protecting the reserve as the last wetland remnant by refusing 
disturbances, including those currently recognized as potential motivations for system 
to develop (i.e. those fall into pulse disturbances (Bengtsson et al. 2003), such as fire, 
needed for release phase in Holling et al (1995) adaptive renewal cycle). This puts 
local communities in an opposing position as they keep on intervening the 
conservation area. Local encroachment is encouraged by external resource users who 
want to satisfy their need with products from the Park (e.g. birds, snakes, fuel-wood, 
honey). Government, Dong Thap province and their respective subordinate bureaus 

Box 3: Management structure in a nutshell 
According to the investment project in 1999-2003 
period, Tram Chim National Park has a board of 
directorate and six functional divisions (administration, 
guardianship, environmental management, research, 
biological resources management, and accountancy 
and planning). This project also proposed a personnel 
of around 50 officers. It is acknowledged that the 
personnel proposal has not yet been fulfilled and the 
proposed structure of management has not fully 
established yet. Till now, many technical positions 
have been missed and many of the park staff work on 
a contract basis (Personal Communication. Park 
Authority, 2005).   
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maintain pressure on Park Authority to protect the ecological integrity of the site in 
order to (i) highlight government’s effort to protect environment and conserve nature, 
and (ii) to market itself as a potential partner for international investors. Conservation 
agencies supply conditional assistance. In the meantime, local people daily need food 
for their survival; and Park Authority favors fulfilling tasks assigned by the 
government.  
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Chapter 4  

Discussions 
 
 
 
 

4.1. Legal framework 
 
As mentioned in chapter 3, the conservation activity of Tram Chim National Park falls 
within a legal framework that is applicable to both special use forest and wetlands 
reserve. As a special use forest, Tram Chim is regulated by the Law on Forest 
Protection and Development and a number of specification regulations. At the same 
time, Tram Chim National Park could apply to regulations in relation to wetlands 
management, of which the most recent and substantive include the Government’s 
Decree No. 109/2003/NĐ-CP and the ministerial Decision No. 04/2004/QĐ-BTNMT.  
 
Olsson et al. (2004a) has described conditions that can help build resilience of a 
social-ecological system and facilitate the emergence of adaptive co-management. 
One of them is enabling legislation. It is apparent that in the case of Tram Chim, an 
enabling legislation exists. The applicable legislation supports integrating nature 
conservation and environment protection into socio-economic development planning, 
engaging a wider range of sectoral agencies in forest management and monitoring, 
and encouraging a more intensive involvement of stakeholders in decision making and 
implementing. Point 3, article 4 of the Decree No. 109/2003/NĐ-CP, for example, 
asserts “enhancing the involvement in wetlands conservation of residential 
communities living in and in the vicinity of the wetland area” as one of three princples 
for the nation’s wetlands conservation and sustainable development. In addition, 
regulations concerned encourage testing of innovative approach to and developing 
appropriate models of natural resource management and use. One wetland 
conservation and sustainable management action is to apply the ecosystem approach, 
for instance (see Annex of Decision No. 04/2004/QĐ-BTNMT). The current legal 
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regulations also encourage information exchange in multi-sectoral efforts to design 
and implement strategies and interventions on natural resource management and 
environment protection. 
 
The applicable legal framework creates on the one hand an enabling legal 
environment for Tram Chim National Park authority to relate their conservation 
practice to principles and guidelines of the ecosystem approach, it constrains Park 
Authority in a number of ways on the other hand. Firstly, since the wetlands of Tram 
Chim National Park are documented to fall under the special use forest category, the 
management is regulated by both legal grounds and regimes of administrative control. 
This overlapping has placed Park Authority on the horns of a dilemma (Personal 
Communications. Park Authority, 2003 and 2005; Personal Communications. Dong 
Thap province authorities, 2003) normally resulting from conflicting interests 
between two sectors.  
 
Secondly, each sector contains a series of regulations which are, in a number of cases, 
not consistent with one another. In the field of forest alone, for example, “a number of 
legal documents, policies and guidelines at central and local level are not up-to-date, 
constitute an obstacle for the effective implementation of forestry activities, conflict 
with each other and overlap” (MARD/ICD/5 MHRP Secretariat, 2001). Furthermore, 
regulations of different sectors (fishery, agriculture, environment, forestry) and at 
different levels (ministerial, provincial), which are seen to relate to the Park’s 
circumstance, cause various difficulties for the Park’s decision makers to navigate 
their application in practice. Interviews with officers in Park Authority suggest that 
such the state of too many regulations, in particular those legally applicable but 
practically inconsistent, makes Park Authority confused and tired of determining 
which is the right one in a given case.  
 
Thirdly, the on-the-ground de facto framework that has existed for decades allows or 
happens to allow institutions, both authorized and unauthorized, to intervene/interfere 
with the Park’s policies and decisions to a certain extent, which in many cases are 
acknowledged to be sector-intensive. The enabling legal environment that leaves Park 
Authority some flexibility in its own services seems not to have taken effect on the 
ground. In other words, the newly-constituted de jure frame that gives Park Authority 
more autonomy and better flexibility and adaptability is still left behind the de facto 
one. 
 
The legal framework currently applicable to Tram Chim National Park, as analyzed 
above, is broader and more open than ever, despite certain limitations, as commonly 
seen in any other area or sector of the nation. It is undeniable that relevant regulations 
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need to be revised and amended in line with updated situation; however, existing rules 
and laws provide a good legal reference for Dong Thap province authorities, Tam 
Nong district authorities and Tram Chim National Park authorities to make a way. 
The state of too many regulations and the weak enforcement hinder the authorities 
from interpretation and application but, on the other hand, create an opportunity for 
them to navigate in a larger environment. It is indeed not so definitely rational when 
evaluating the legal framework as put by an anonymous officer of Dong Thap 
province authorities: “the current laws and regulations and institutional regime 
prevent Park Authority and Dong Thap province authorities from commencing an 
innovative initiative as a shift in management.” 
 

4.2. Governance 
 
As aforementioned, the founding decision that gave Tram Chim the national park 
status has constituted an important frame for the Park to rearrange its governance, i.e. 
Tram Chim National Park authority has been given a larger authorization to fulfill a 
higher responsibility. One officer of Park Authority puts it as “a valuable chance to 
shift the arrangement so as to meet the heavier mandate decreed.” The accession of 
Tram Chim to the national park status, in other words, offers a window of opportunity 
(i.e. that includes policy change and perception change, similar to the window of 
opportunity recognized by Olsson et al. (2004a) in the case of Kristianstad Vattenrike, 
southern Sweden) to shift the Park’s governing regime in a way onto a more 
sustainable path, that facilitates the formation of an adaptive co-management. The 
policy change (with adoption of the new management approach, namely, ecosystem 
approach) and the perception change (notably among politicians when acknowledging 
the greater significance of Tram Chim wetland ecosystems) make it possible for Park 
Authority to, for example, build adaptability and flexibility in management and access 
a wider range of both human and financial resources for their implementing 
management initiatives. 
 
A crucial point here is how to manipulate this window of opportunity in practice, 
which could possibly results in a “breakthrough” in the conservation mandate of Park 
Authority. Unfortunately, the exposed window of opportunity has not been integrated 
in making and implementing policies and decisions concerned. Another point is that, 
though the Park Authority’s operational organization, including personnel and 
governing arrangement, when being decreed to fall under control of Dong Thap 
People’s Committee, is acknowledged to restrict the autonomy of Park Authority, 
there is an emerging sense that Park Authority has not fully used even that restricted 
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autonomy. Thus, it could be advocated that Park Authority remains passive before its 
proactive task. 
 
Aggregately, there are two key reasons for this resulting passiveness on behalf of the 
Park Authority (i) governance worldview and (ii) management accountability. 
Governance worldview relates to the attitude on which the governance is arranged. It 
is realized that, like many other areas connected with nature conservation in Vietnam, 
the governance (and management) in Tram Chim is guided by a worldview that 
separates nature from human (see Figure 8 below). 

The assumption that human and natural systems can be treated independently is 
recognized one out of two fundamental errors (e.g. Folke et al. 2002) underpinning 
past policies for natural resource issues. In the case of Tram Chim, the ecosystem is 
isolated from societal communities in the vicinity, i.e. one part of the social-ecological 
system is missing in designing interventions and/or assessing implications. In 
addition, a worldview of this kind upholds an exclusion of civil stakeholders seen as 
local inhabitants.  
 
Current management accountability refers to the allocation of management 
accountability to institutions and individuals in relation to Tram Chim National Park. 
Like various fields of administration in the country, the regime of accountability 
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Figure 8: Current Governance Worldview of Tram Chim National Park 
The ecosystem in Tram Chim National Park is considered isolated from social systems in the 

vicinity. This view results in the governance worldview that supports the separation and 
attempts to disconnect local societal activities from those involving the ecosystem within the 

Tram Chim National Park’s boundary. 
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assignment is not clear enough in defining accountability and authority of, and 
sanctions on, the responsible. This limits those who are active and manifests others 
who are passive. As put by an anonymous officer of the Park when talking about the 
issue “we know that but who knows us?”, and “do nothing is to make no mistake” 
seems to remain a notable pole-star (Personal Communications. Park Authority, 
2005). 
 
Another perspective of management accountability lies in administrative authority of 
bodies at different levels. In the case of Tram Chim, Tam Nong district authorities and 
six communal authorities are responsible for the social-economic development and 
progress of the people in the six communes. Environmental issues and nature 
conservation are mostly placed under direct control and responsibility of Dong Thap 
province authorities; therefore these affairs do not practically engage efforts of the 
district and the communes. This also influences Park Authority to ignore the district 
and the communes in its conservation in many cases (Personal Communications. 
Local authorities, 2004). Park Authority and the authorities of Tam Nong district and 
six communes seem to be two parallel lines with their own no-business-of-other tasks 
(Figures 6 and 8). It is Dong Thap province authorities which have power and 
responsibility to bring these two lines close together and to connect ecological 
objectives with social ones (see Figures 7 and 8). This job has not been done well. 
 
Overlap within governance arrangement is also of importance in the management 
accountability context. This overlapping involves two notions: responsibility and 
authority. As Vietnam’s politicians have publicly admitted on many occasions, the 
overlapping in assigned responsibility and authority among, while lacking 
accountability of, administrative institutions has been alarmingly deferring the 
operation of the whole system. Institutional redundancy has been advocated by 
scholars in governance of ecosystems (Ostrom, 2004) for enhancing the diversity of 
response options. However, the issue is coordination and this is clearly lacking in this 
case. The Tram Chim’s ecosystem, for example, is controlled by or within controlling 
power of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (special use forest), the 
Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (wetlands, conservation, land use), 
the Ministry of Science and Technology (biodiversity), the Ministry of Fishery 
(wetlands in relation to aquaculture), National Administration of Tourism 
(Ecotourism as an initiative of the Park) and respective departments at provincial level 
(see Box 4). The state of too many commanders over-loads the Park with directives in 
some fields while leaving it under-loaded in, for instance, funding (Personal 
Communications. Park Authority, 2003 and 2004). 
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At a broader sense, governance 
worldview also relates to the approach 
on which the governance and 
management in general is based. For 
two past decades Vietnam has been 
witnessed to implement a transition in 
economics (command to market) and to 
mobilize reforms in the administrative 
regime (e.g. a costly national project on 
administrative reform has been initiated 
for years, according to UNDP Vietnam 
homepage). Economic achievements 
and poverty alleviation records are 
spectacular but progress in 
administrative reform is far behind 
expectation. The top-down or 
command-and-control approach seems 
to remain heavily in the administration system. The approach to some extent stabilizes 
the controlling mechanism but at the same time prevents the whole system from 
evolving. Tram Chim National Park is not an exception. The unconnectedness 
between Tram Chim National Park authority and local people in the adjacent areas is 
the most evident example.  
 
In the context as discussed above, how can Tram Chim navigate to undertake its 
conservation assignment? It comes out from the analysis that the governance situation 
looks like a labyrinth and that every initiative at this time might hit an impasse. This 
paper argues such an initiation might start with change in the governance worldview 
and that Tram Chim National Park authority has many of the necessary conditions 
documented (e.g. Olsson, 2004b) to reshape its governance in a way that strengthens 
its capacity to build resilience of the social-ecological system and hence to better 
undertake its conservation. A window of opportunity has appeared; the legal 
framework enables the application of an ecosystem approach, in particular the 
enabling experiment of an adaptive management. Personal talks also show that both 
politicians and common people, including those in connection to the Park, are 
increasingly aware of the significance of natural ecosystem and environment to 
conserve and the human-nature interactions.  
 
 

Box 4: Tram Chim National Park:  
Uncoordinated governance 

 

Tram Chim National Park is administratively 
subordinated under Dong Thap People’s 
Committee (Item II, Article 3, Decision No. 
253/1998/QD-TTg). At the same time, it, 
since itemized as a special use forest, is 
sectorally regulated by Ministry of 
Agriculture and Rural Development. The 
management is also influenced by a 
number of other institutions (e.g. Ministry of 
Natural Resources and Environment, 
Ministry of Science and Technology, 
Ministry of Fishery, National Administration 
of Tourism, Sectoral Departments of Dong 
Thap Province, Tam Nong district authority). 
“Any institution always tries to show off his 
powerful and show in his interest by 
interfering in the decision making process” 
and “in many case we are placed on horns 
of a dilemma”, revealed a technical officer 
of Park Authority in condition of anonymity. 
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4.3. Management 
 
Tram Chim National Park is, as described in the last chapter, undertaking an ultimate 
conservation goal that emphasizes on protection of existing wetlands ecosystem and 
restoration of several representative characteristics of the former Plain of Reeds 
(Dong Thap province’s People’s Committee, 1999). As a result, a prevailing 
management viewpoint is to refuse as much disturbance as possible (Personal 
Communications. Park Authority, 2004). In other words, Park Authority builds its 
management approach on a protective view rather than a preservative one. Thus many 
management initiatives were designed to treat ecosystems as static entities (e.g. 
canalization, intensively managed water). It is this management approach that leads to 
management blueprints, i.e. seeking for a fixed outcome in a certain period of time. 
 
Another notable point found in the management view of Tram Chim National Park is 
the intensified demarcation of the ecosystem from human surroundings. It was 
reported by a technical officer (Personal Communications. Park Authority, 2003) that 
most of the Park’s human resources had been mobilized to work as guardians who try 
to protect Park’s forests and grasslands from encroachment by local people. The 
officer also acknowledged that though the job had been done seriously, the 
encroachment remained considerable since “the borderline is too long in relation to 
the limited number of available staff”. Apparently efforts of this sort aim at protecting 
remaining habitats and endangered species from being destroyed by local extraction, 
then why are local people not included in the process? In the founding decision as 
well as many other legal documents concerned, local people, especially those in the 
buffer zones, are strongly encouraged to involve in the protection and conservation. 
The isolation of the Park seems to deepen the conflicting view between conservators 
and extractors. In personal communications (2002 and 2003), many local people 
argued that they and their previous generations have extracted resources from 
Melaleuca forests and grasslands for decades and they found those areas remain 
capable of providing benefits. Some asserted in a humorous voice that if they had not 
collected such wood, animals, etc. those resources would have died and/or vanished 
since everything must go through a four-phase process (i.e. borne, old, ill, and dead, 
according to oriental philosophy).  
 
In close relation to the management view goes the driver of change. As recognized in 
chapter 3, there exist six main groups of drivers that cause changes of ecosystems in 
Tram Chim National Park, including demographic, economic, institutional, cultural, 
land use change, and production inputs. Little is known about the mechanism through 
which those driving forces operate and interact with one another. Even less is known 
about the synergy implications of drivers within and cross scales. Consequently, 
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several management responses conducted in Tram Chim National Park seems to be 
designed without considering elements of a full picture. Others did not reflect cross-
scale interplays of involved drivers. A canalization project in 2000 that was motivated 
by fire prevention, and the attempt to restore original water regime are examples to 
breakdown of static and preservative view. In addition to drivers, key stakeholders are 
often missed in managerial coverage. As the Park Authority’s worldview is to 
separate nature from human, local people in the six communities, who are recognized 
to most threaten the ecosystem and ecosystem services in the Park (Dong Thap 
province’s People’s Committee, 1999), are commonly excluded in management 
measures. NGOs share the same situation. Conflicting interests between stakeholders, 
e.g. local’s use of chemicals in cultivation vs. Park’s protection of aquatic species, are 
not properly taken into consideration. 
 
In the field of practical management, Tram Chim National Park is encountering quite 
a lot of difficulties, including lack of qualified personnel, lack of knowledge on 
notably ecosystem dynamics, lack of funding, weak cooperation with local authorities 
(Tam Nong district and six communes), and lack of technical facilities. A report by 
Deanne Shulman (Shulman, 2002) reveals, for instance, the Forest Protection Unit of 
Tram Chim National Park, which is the main force for fire suppression in the Park, 
owns a poor number of specialized equipment, e.g. no radio equipment for 
communication, lack of personal protective equipment. Ground constructions for 
management service are in poor condition. Though there has been a project to invest 
resources to the Park for strengthening management capacity, few improvements have 
been seen. 
 

4.4. Social-ecological System and Resilience 
 
For decades, the belief system of humanity as superior to and independent of nature 
has been prevailed and reinforced with successes in short-term natural resource 
management (Folke et al., 2003). It is clear that throughout history, humanity has 
shaped nature and nature has shaped the development of human society (Grimm et al., 
2000). In this sense, humanity and nature have been co-evolving in a dynamic fashion 
(Berkes and Folke, 1998). Such a co-evolution implies the dependency between 
humanity and natural environment, i.e. there are neither natural/pristine systems, nor 
social systems without nature (Folke et al., 2003); instead, humanity and nature jointly 
constitute a social-ecological system. 
 
In the face of complexity, uncertainty, and vulnerability, sustainability requires the 
ability to cope with, adapt to, and shape change without losing options for future 
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adaptability (Folke et al., 2003). In that challenging context, it is argued that resilience 
is a key property of sustainability and that loss of resilience leads to reduced capacity 
to deal with change (Folke et al., 2003). 

 
Ecological resilience was defined as the magnitude of disturbance 
that can be experienced before a system moves into a different state 
and different set of control (Holling, 1973). Social resilience has been 
defined as the ability of human communities to withstand external 
shocks to their social infrastructure, such as environmental variability, 
or social, economic, and political upheaval (Adger, 2000). 

 
Systems may be resilient in term of ecology but socially undesirable and vice versa. 
The resilience of a social-ecological system involves its capacity to cope with 
disturbance (adaptability) as well as its capacity to transform to a new stability 
domain when fundamental conditions (ecological, political, social, economic) make 
the existing system untenable (transformability) (Olsson et al., 2004b). Folke et al. 
(2003) identified, four critical factors that seem to be required for dealing with 
nature’s dynamics in social-ecological systems include (i) learning to live with change 
and uncertainty; (ii) nurturing diversity for reorganization and renewal; (iii) 
combining different types of knowledge for learning; and (iv) creating opportunity for 
self-organization towards social-ecological sustainability. 
 
In Tram Chim area, social and ecological components are interrelated and interacted 
to constitute a social-ecological system, which is, unfortunately, not well understood. 
Most advocates discuss these two parts as separated and that the most substantial link 
between them is emphasized to concentrate on tangible benefits provided by the 
ecosystems for local people, e.g. fuel-wood, fish, animals (Those benefits fall into 
provisioning services (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment. 2003) as shown in Table 
1). While resource extraction inside the Park is defined illegal and prohibited, the 
activity keeps on occurring and its impacts on ecosystem’s dynamics has not been 
sufficiently comprehended (Personal Communications. Park Authority, 2003; 
Personal Communications. Dong Thap province authorities, 2003). Resilience of the 
social-ecological system is also far from understood. Literature reviews reveal that 
little is known about when and how the grassland community can flip over another 
state of stability or what can trigger a swamp to switch between states. Even what is 
the best regime of water management in the face of fire is questioned (Le and Le, 
1999; Personal Communications. Park Authority, 2003). Outside the embankment, a 
large number of local people, especially the poorest, are seen to be vulnerable to 
change in product stock and flow from the Park (Duong et al. 1999; Personal 
Communications. Local authorities, 2004). The existing ecosystem is not adequately 
known in term of resilience, in the face of local extraction and change in land use and 
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cultivation patterns in the surroundings. As such, there is a lot of uncertainty 
concerning the system. 
 
In that context, enhancing the capacity of the system to cope with uncertainty and 
vulnerability is of great importance. In other words, building resilience for the social-
ecological system is found to be a means to better conserve the natural ecosystems 
without compromising local development. Instead of keeping the Park’s ecosystem in 
a static and closed condition, it should be placed in its (social, economic and cultural) 
context and a shift from one stability state to another could be accepted or even 
accelerated. Similarly, not every disturbance must be prevented; on the contrary, pulse 
disturbance (Bengtsson et al., 2003) is highly recommended. The Park’s managers are 
capable of easily gathering experiential knowledge on ecosystems they are managing 
from local inhabitants in addition to their own experimental knowledge that is usually 
costly to obtain. In the meantime, they can share their scientific knowledge with the 
local people and hence educate them why and how to conserve the ecosystem and 
sustain ecosystem services. The lack of collaboration and eroding trust constrains both 
local inhabitants and Park Authority, which does more harm than good to the 
ecosystem they depend upon. 
 
Then how to build resilience for the Tram Chim’s social-ecological system? 
 

4.5. Building Resilience through Adaptive Co-management 
 
As analyzed in the previous section, in undertaking conservation, Tram Chim 
National Park faces much uncertainty and vulnerability, which requires enhancing the 
coping capacity or resilience of the system. This paper argues that by applying 
adaptive co-management, Tram Chim National Park authority could build resilience 
of the system and hence, strengthen its capacity to cope with uncertainty, surprise and 
vulnerability, and that Park Authority can start with rearranging governance. 
 
Adaptive co-management is a flexible community-based system of resource 
management tailored to specific places and situations and supported by, and working 
with, various organizations at different levels (Olsson et al., 2004b). Adaptive co-
management involves adaptability and cooperativeness and collaboration in 
management practice. Operationally, adaptive co-management relies on the 
collaboration of a diverse set of stakeholders operating at different levels, often in 
networks, from local users, to provincial and regional and national organizations, and 
to international bodies (Olsson et al., 2004b). In Tram Chim National Park, many 
conditions for adaptive co-management are seen to expose, including an enabling 



 

 37 

Institutions and conventions 
(formal and informal) 

Local authorities  
(Tam Nong district and six communes) 

Park Authority 

Coupled social-ecological system 

 
Ecological 
component 

 

Social component 
 

 
Figure 9: Proposed Management Worldview 

The park area and six communities in the buffer zone are viewed as integral parts of a coupled social-
ecological system, which is collaboratively administered, in part or in whole, by authorities of Tam 
Nong district and six communes, and Park Authority with respect to each party’s main task assigned 

by Dong Thap province authorities. 

legislation that creates institutional space for ecosystem management , a monitoring 
and responding mechanism to environment feedback, stakeholders’ willingness to 
involve in the practice. Such rules and regulations, in particular, encourage 
adaptability and call for collaboration of sectoral bodies and local people in 
management (see, for example, Law on Forest Protection and Development, Decision 
No. 04/2004/QĐ-BTNMT). The window of opportunity should be integrated to 
mobilize adaptive co-management. The existing management worldview can shift to 
the one as shown in Figure 9 below. 

 
To sustain this shift, a change in governance arrangement is recommended. A new 
arrangement will stand on three focal pillars: participation, partnership, and 
decentralization. And the thread that goes through this arrangement is collaboration. 
Participation helps the Park gather knowledge from different holders and creates an 
arena for collaborative learning for ecosystem management while partnership ensures 
an enabling mobilization of resources needed for management and for responding to 
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environmental feedback. Decentralization is expected to increase Park Authority more 
autonomy and, also, provide a mechanism for empowering local people as primary 
attendants in the system. Those three pillars are upheld by collaboration that enables 
trust building and network-based management options. Trust building, in turn, enables 
and strengthens collaboration. Falling within both special use forest and wetlands 
occasionally causes overlapping in administrative commands to Park Authority but 
also creates a larger ground for justifying its management options. The Park’s 
managers could navigate within these two streams. In term of governance worldview, 
a change from preservative to conservative, exclusive to inclusive, static to dynamic 
and single-scaled to cross-scaled is a key recommendation.  
 
These shifts can only come about through intensive and extensive building of 
collaboration. It should be made clear, however, that collaboration is not the goal of 
management but a stepping stone to a more effective management. Collaboration as 
recognized by Wondolleck and Yaffee (2000) can help build understanding (through 
information sharing, learning from the public, educating the public, and thus 
managing uncertainty). It can also contribute to making wise decisions and build 
support through e.g. resolving common problems and disputes, building concurrence 
and support, sharing management responsibility, and mobilizing resources. In the case 
study, collaboration is potential in two senses. Firstly, it appears to be a promising 
tool to unite interested stakeholders in joint efforts to manage their common pool in a 
long run. Secondly, it is the very starting point for resolving conflicts and disputes 
between and among those groups of stakeholders, which helps create an opportunity 
to, in the short term, shape a new governance arrangement for an adaptive co-
management and establish a ground to sustain it on a long term.  
 
Among challenges facing Park Authority in building collaboration, the most visible 
are institutional and perceptional barriers. Institutional barriers include lack of 
opportunity and incentives, inflexible policies, and constrained resources. While 
opportunity for collaboration is rare, no or weak incentives inhibit stakeholder 
collaboration. Lack of administrative flexibility adds to the difficulty. Shortage of 
funding, at the same time, is considered one of the most severe obstacles to the 
process. The perceptional barrier in the case refers most to mistrust/distrust. Personal 
insights show that there is pervasive mistrust between and among actors and 
stakeholders interested in the Park’s affairs. Also, sense of responsibility within the 
local communities seems to decline. Mistrust is also reflected in the decrease in social 
capital, i.e. for one’s own bread-and-butter, one may disregard other citizens’ concern 
(discharging contaminated water from one’s fish farm into the system that serves as 
water source for adjacent farmers’, for example). 
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Following are some points that are thought to be operationally principal and practical 
for building collaboration in Tram Chim National Park at this time. They are: 

- establishing a sense of place and mutual interests and fears, i.e. sense of the 
wetlands as a common place and that interested parties (e.g. six communes, 
Park Authority) are supposed to share both mutual benefits as well as fears; 

- enhance local leadership, i.e. starting collaboration with key individuals such 
as village leaders, leaders of communal Youth Union, Women Union, etc.; 

- enhancing trust, i.e. keeping in mind trust is one of the most valuable 
properties and requires time and honesty; 

- creating of opportunities for, and incentives to sustain, interactions, including 
arenas for information exchange and collaborative learning, and notably 
economic incentives;  

- focusing on the problem in a new way by nurturing a more open and flexible 
mind 

- fostering responsibility and accountability, i.e. of Park Authority, local 
authorities, local people; 

- keeping in mind that partnership is made up of people not institutions; i.e. 
placing attention to the role of specific people (e.g. leaders of organizations) 
instead of the institution in general;  

- actively mobilizing resources from various sources, including budget from 
provincial government, funds from organizations (NGOs, universities, 
international conventions) through projects, as well as resources from private 
sectors, etc.; 

- ensuring that reciprocity is smoothly run; and 

- ensuring that the time frame is long enough as bridging gaps and building trust 
take time, cooperation actions requires a suitable time frame (one year for a 
round of loan grants to rice farmers while it may requires a longer period for 
that given to fishermen, for instance) 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusions 
 
 
 
 

“The challenge of reversing the degradation of 
ecosystems while meeting increasing demands for their 
services can be partially met under some scenarios that 
the MA considered, but these involve significant changes 
in policies, institutions, and practices that are not 
currently under way.”  

(Finding No. 4, Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment Synthesis Report at 
www.millenniumassessment.org) 

 
Since 1998, Tram Chim has gained the national park status and become an important 
node in the protected areas network in Vietnam. Despite the fact that Tram Chim 
National Park has been given certain resources since then, little progress concerning 
its conservation of wetlands ecosystems has been seen. Degradation in terms of 
ecosystem functioning and ecosystem services has persisted, even at a higher rate in 
the past years. Management practice in general is far from expected. Many 
management options, canalization and prescribed fires for example, puzzle 
conservationists. Local harvesting of ecosystem services inside the Park keeps on 
occurring. 
 
Investigations show that a legal framework has been created for Tram Chim National 
Park authority in particular and for natural resource management in general, to better 
manage ecosystems in the face of complexity, uncertainty, and surprise. This legal 
framework is evaluated to encompass many conditions, such as an enabling 
legislation, that facilitate an application of ecosystem approach with human in the 
center of management initiatives. At the same time, those established rules to some 

http://www.millenniumassessment.org
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extent cause confusions, because they are large in number and overlapping. The legal 
situation confuses Park Authority on the one hand and supports them on the other in 
that it places the Authority in a broader environment to navigate. 
 
It is also perceived that there are a vast number of limitations concerning Park’s 
management and governance. In a complex legal environment, Park Authority 
appears not to have caught the changing circumstance. The deferment is partly due to 
the governance arrangement at larger scale, which is found to be an old-fashion 
manifested through command-and-control approach. Pressing reason falls on Park 
Authority and relevant Dong Thap province’s authorities, who persist with an 
approach that separates nature from human and continuously practices the static 
conservation worldview. This approach also involves exclusion of stakeholders, 
especially local people in six communes. 
 
In this context, adaptive co-management is a potential means for Park Authority to 
better conserve the last wetland remnant. Adaptive co-management helps building 
resilience of ecological system in integration with social component. Such social-
ecological resilience building requires managers to be responsive, adaptive, flexible, 
and dynamic. The central notion concerning resilience building in the Tram Chim 
National Park relates to collaboration with first and foremost local people in the six 
communes, as well as various institutions and organizations at different scales. To 
initiate the process, a rearrangement of governance, which basically should stand on 
the three pillars of participation, partnership, and decentralization, serves a stepping 
stone. Direct impacts on the ecosystem made by local inhabitants as well as the 
mistrust observed between them and Park Authority also adds to the point that 
collaboration and cooperation with this group should be highly prioritized. 
 
In building collaboration for adaptive co-management, resolving conflicts of interest 
between local people and Park Authority appears to be a key factor. At the same time, 
the window of opportunity, created through the approval of Tram Chim to national 
park status, is strongly recommended to be optimally utilized in a larger environment, 
at which involves politicians, decision makers, researchers, conservationists, 
environmentalists, and local people. Collaboration in practice should take into special 
account strengthening trust, creating opportunities, sustaining incentives, and 
harmonizing with benefits of local people. Traditional (historical) landownership and 
local communes’ poor socio-economic conditions are crucial elements to necessarily 
handle.  
 
Finally, this paper argues on principle the applicability of adaptive co-management 
for natural resource management. Such an operational application in Tram Chim 
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National Park requires further integrated assessments of social-ecological dynamics, 
policy reviews, incentives having been conducted in the area, etc. Conservation for 
sustainable development need not, and must not, compromise local preference, e.g. 
poverty alleviation. In this sense, Dong Thap province authorities are suggested to 
make more efforts to better harmonize differences of group interests and efficiently 
coordinate ecological conservation task (assigned to Park Authority in this case study) 
with social-economic development (notably done by Tam Nong district’s and six 
communes’ authorities) in one area (as framed in Figures 7 and 9). Co-evolution 
inspires efforts for development of human and nature both, then eco-tourism at proper 
scales (Gossling, S. 1999) or social-forestry initiative is a good recommendation.   
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