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Key messages

«  Mangroves not only play an important role in climate change adaptation and mitigation, but also provide
natural, social, human, financial and physical capital for local livelihoods in Vietnam.

o Successful mangrove conservation policies and projects need to address drivers of mangrove loss, enhance all five
forms of sustainable livelihood capital for local people, and adopt inclusive and participatory decision making.

«  Equitable benefit-sharing mechanisms and mutually beneficial and trust-based collaboration between

stakeholders are also needed.

Introduction

Mangroves play an important role in climate change
adaptation and mitigation and local livelihoods in Vietnam
(Orchard et al. 2015¢). The mean value of mangrove
ecosystems could be up to USD 3,000/ha/year in Vietnam
(Vo et al. 2015). However, population growth and political
changes have driven mangrove loss (Quinn et al. 2017)
and Vietnam's mangroves are currently being poorly
managed with neither clear technical guidelines nor
adequate financial support (Thai and Nguyen 2020). Using
a sustainable livelihood framework developed by DFID
and a literature review of government and donor reports
as well as scientific studies on mangroves and local
livelihoods, this paper assesses the five forms of capital —
natural, physical, social, financial and human capital - that
mangroves can bring to local people in Vietnam.

Mangroves and local livelihoods

Natural capital: Mangrove ecosystems offer natural
capital such as hydrological services for the country and
for local people (Barbier 2011). To protect mangroves

and local livelihoods, the Government of Vietnam has
allocated areas of mangrove to local communities under
protection contracts. This forestland allocation has helped
increase natural capital for many communities in Vietnam.
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However, poor implementation of these contracts due

to communities’ lack of legal understanding, inadequate
guidance on mangrove planting and restoration
techniques, and the small areas of mangroves allocated to
local people (commonly under one hectare) have led to
negative impacts on mangrove natural capital (McElwee
and Tran 2021; Nguyen, Thai and Parnell 2017). In fact,
most tree planting in Vietnam, including mangrove
planting, creates very few social and ecological benefits
(McElwee and Tran 2021).

Physical capital: Mangroves can act as green fences
protecting communities against storm surges and climate
change (Chu et al. 2015; Tran et al. 2021). Mangrove
ecosystem services can also play an important role in
generating and increasing infrastructure, housing and
property market value (World Bank 2016). If current
mangroves were lost, 29% more land and 9% more
property would be damaged every year (Menéndez et
al. 2020). Mangroves prevent annual property losses of at
least USD 500 million for Miami in the USA and Cancun
in Mexico (Menéndez et al. 2020). There has been no
systematic review of the economic contributions of
mangroves on properties in Vietnam, and investment in
residential and tourism development has recently been
approved in the buffer zone of the Can Gio Mangrove
Biosphere Reserve in Ho Chi Minh City (Belmaker 2020).
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Social capital: To respond to climate change and climate
shocks, coastal communities need to have adequate social
networks (Orchard et al. 2015b; Djalante et al. 2013). In
Vietnam, a 10% increase in social capital can increase

a community’s earnings by 3.9% (Duong et al. 2021).
Co-management regimes, where local communities
partner government agencies, are one form of social
network expected to improve local livelihood and
mangrove protection outcomes (Powell et al. 2011).
However, cooperation between aquaculture producers
and local governments is often limited (Nguyen et al. 2020).
The absence or weak presence of civil society has been
identified as a challenge to helping local communities
participate in mangrove management decision making
(Orchard et al. 2015). Moreover, sub-national government
agencies fail to bridge gaps between local people and
central government due to weak capacity, insufficient
budget allocation, contradictory cross-sectoral policies and
unclear distribution of rights and responsibilities (Pham et
al. 2009; Hoang and Takeda 2015). Mangrove governance
is also impeded by weak performance and not meeting
the needs of local communities (Tran et al. 2021). Land
privatization and migration from coastal to urban areas
further deprive local communities of livelihoods as they
reduce the possibility of maintaining and extending the
existing social capital embedded in community resources
management (Le 2008; Pham et al. 2019). Factors affecting
coastal households’ participation in social networks include
educational background, age, duration of residence and
population density (Duong et al. 2021). Coastal communities
and households who depend on mangroves for their
livelihoods may have limited capacity to respond to shocks
and climate change if those mangroves are lost. Little
recognition is afforded to women in mangrove governance,
and as women are rarely involved in decision-making
networks, this leads to gender inequality (Orchard 2014).

Financial capital: Mangroves provide different sources

of income for many households in Vietnam (Orchard et

al. 2015b). The most important source of income from
mangroves for local communities is aquaculture production.
Previous studies in the Mekong Delta have documented
that one hectare of mangroves can support annual catches
of 450 kg (de Graaf and Xuan 1998), and that 30%-50%
mangrove cover in aquaculture production areas is likely
to bring optimum annual incomes for local people (Binh

et al. 1997). On average, a household can earn up to USD
50 a day for small-scale fishing or aquaculture (Pham et

al. 2019). People can also receive payments of up to USD
15/ha under mangrove protection and planting contracts
through international and government projects (Nguyen
et al. 2016). Mangroves can also be tourist destinations and
in many areas people can earn up to USD 21.7 a day by
providing tourism services (Nguyen 2020). Hence, declines
in mangrove area have led to reduced household incomes
(de Graaf and Xuan 1998). Vietnam is currently exploring

options for payments for mangrove environmental services,
which include carbon sequestration. However, local people
will only benefit if the costs to other land uses are not too
high, and actual gains will depend on payment amounts
and the area of mangroves households manage (Pham

et al. 2019). Economic benefits derived from mangroves also
depend on land ownership (Adger et al. 1997). Although
forestland allocation aims to support local communities and
households, allowing them to benefit from forest management
(Tran, van Dijk and Visser 2014), as the area of mangroves
allocated to households in the north of the country is relatively
small compared to those in the south, any incomes generated
from forest protection or carbon sequestration will likely be
higher in the south. State agencies, as holders of the largest
areas of mangroves, will benefit the most. Meanwhile, coastal
fishing communities are vulnerable due to weak legal access to
mangrove resources, high investment costs, unstable markets,
and climate change (Tran et al. 2013).

Human capital: If mangrove areas are lost, more than

15 million more people across the world will be negatively
impacted by flooding (Menéndez et al. 2020). Previous
studies in Vietnam have shown that poor households
participate in mangrove conservation more effectively than
rich households as they believe mangroves can protect their
families (Pham et al. 2016). Thanks to many international and
national mangrove restoration projects, local people have
been trained in aquaculture production, alternative livelihood
souces and sustainable forest management (Asian Forest
Cooperation Organization, Programs 2015; Mangroves for
the Future 2021). Incomes derived from mangrove resources
can also help coastal households invest in their children’s
education. Despite mangroves playing an important role

for women in providing a source of firewood and income
(Pham et al. 2019), increased allocation of mangroves to
private businesses has impacted upon poor households, and
particularly women (Le 2006).

Discussion and conclusions

As mangroves play an important role in local livelihoods in
Vietnam, increasing effort has been invested in their replanting
and protection. Nevertheless, as government agencies only
perceive and apply mangrove restoration as a technical
solution, these initiatives often overlook local perceptions of
mangroves as cultural and livelihood sources (Hoang and
Takeda 2015). Further, while local people are often blamed

for mangrove deforestation, mangrove loss is often rooted in
national economic development goals and driven by power
and elite groups (Pham et al. 2019). To address mangrove loss
and promote sustainable and equitable mangrove resources
management, appropriate policies should be developed that
promote local livelihoods, focus on ensuring social benefits for
local people, and regulate economic sectors and activities that
harm mangroves (McElwee and Tran 2021; Le 2008).



To protect mangroves and improve local livelihoods in a
more sustainable manner, it is important to facilitate the
establishment and maintenance of social networks for
coastal communities through collaboration, and trust in

local capacity and self-organization (Orchard et al. 2015).
However, this might be challenging due to an uneven
distribution of adaptive capacity, limited resources and
limited rights for women to access mangrove resources, as
well as elite capture and the lack of inclusive decision making
(Orchard 2014).

Addressing political and social challenges, empowering local
people with adequate rights and resources, strengthening
law enforcement, and designing inclusive decision-

making processes are critical for both mangroves and

local livelihoods.
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