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My presentation will provide a briefing on the serious situation facing Vietnam’s lowland, delta and coastal provinces. These areas are some of the most highly populated in Asia. They are also landscapes dominated by agriculture and aquaculture and provide food for the nation. The impacts of climate change are already being felt. Understanding of the likely impacts is uncertain, and most provinces are very unprepared. Can protected areas offer a beneficial, cost-effective and resilient component of climate change strategies? I think that there is a strong case to be made for Protected Areas, but there are many challenges in such a dynamic landscape.

My presentation is based on support and discussions with Nguyen Van Hien, of WWF Vietnam, and James Hardcastle, of The Nature Conservancy, Asia-Pacific.
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The Map on the right is from a 2007 World Bank report on the impact of Sea-Level rise on developing countries. As you can see, Vietnam’s ‘Low Elevation Coastal Zone’ is highly populated. You can see the two main River Delta’s, the Mekong and the Song Hong (Red River) are fertile areas that are mainly agricultural. Vietnam is like a pole with a rice basket at either end. If you have been to Vietnam or seen images on TV you will know what I mean. 

Of the various impacts of climate change, Vietnam is vulnerable to three main factors: firstly, Sea-Level Rise, which will lead to flooding of large areas of populated, fertile land. For example, the whole city of Can Tho, in the Mekong Delta, is at 1m elevation and built on a system of canals. It has a population of more than one million and is developing fast (10% growth since 2004).

Secondly, drought and change in water flows. Vietnam’s rivers are many, flowing mainly from the Mountain chain between Vietnam and Laos, and from the uplands of Northern Vietnam. Rivers are short and fast flowing, especially in the central region. Watershed protection has always been a priority in Vietnam, but changes in rainfall will have a dramatic impact on the network of irrigation and freshwater needs of rural and urban communities across the country. 

Thirdly, increased frequency and severity of storms and cyclones. Two weeks ago, when forecasters warned that Tropical Storm Mirinae would hit on 2 November, officials and residents took the usual precautions. Thousands were evacuated from low-lying areas, residents reinforced their homes with sandbags and fishing boats were ordered into port. ��But despite those efforts - even as forecasters predicted that the storm would fizzle out - some 138 people lost their lives, and some are still missing. More than 60,000 homes were flooded, damaged or had collapsed. �
People were evacuated and there was a good level of preparedness, but the sustained heavy rains were not expected. Compounding the damage, the storm arrived as the region was still recovering from Typhoon Ketsana, which killed more than 160 people in September. ��Officials said 600mm of rain fell in a 24-hour period, turning roads into rivers and submerging entire towns. Rivers in five provinces passed Level 3, the government's highest designation. All across the region, officials expressed surprise at the strength of the storm that has now been downgraded to a tropical depression. "It's the heaviest rain in about 60 years," said Nguyen Van Thien, chairman of Binh Dinh Province. "It's really a mess, with trees uprooted, houses collapsed or their roofs pulled off." 

In the Mekong Delta, historically there is a very rare occurrence of severe storms and cyclones. That has all changed, but preparedness is low, and people and infrastructure are not geared to the annual storm season, as in the North and central areas. These storms, even at low intensity, are very destructive.

The second map is of PA coverage in 2004 (ICEM 2004). the Green areas are major PA’s. Compare the red areas with the green on the two maps…very little overlap. PA’s are not situated in the most vulnerable areas.


[1] Susmita Dasgupta, Benoit Laplante, Craig Meisner, David Wheeler, and Jianping Yan, 2007: The Impact of Sea Level Rise on Developing Countries: A Comparative Analysis. World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 4136, February 2007




Vietnam Climate Risk

Food and Water security

 Climate change is bringing more stress 
and uncertainty in Vietnam

 More cyclones, longer season…less 
cyclone resilience in South 

 Food Security, water security threats

 Natural resources are heavily used, in 
lowland, delta, coastal areas, islands. 

 Natural systems degraded; less defense, 
lower benefits, higher risk
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So, with these likely impacts of climate change, the real risk to Vietnam is in two major areas: food security and water security. And the risk is very serious for these low-lying, coastal and island areas. 

So to focus the presentation, how can protected areas provide resilience and help secure local benefits and environmental services – in particular defense for agriculture and food security, and for water resource protection?

Vietnam has a tradition of protecting natural areas, for resource- watershed and spiritual or cultural values. More recently, areas have been designated according to the international model of protected area. My own home, Cuc Phuong National park, was established in 1962 by Ho Chin Minh. In the mid-1980’s a number of watershed forests and parks were designated. 

From the mid-1990’s, when the country opened up to international conservation organizations, a number of new protected areas were established focused on biodiversity values. More recently, some marine and island protected areas have been established too. In total Vietnam has over 150 protected areas, across all IUCN categories. Most provinces have at least one nature reserve.







Protected Areas

Current role in climate change 

adaptation

 PAs in Vietnam in most provinces

 Priority for watershed protection, 
mostly terrestrial services

 Marine PAs…too little, too late?

 PAs viewed as vital in times of 
hardship and recovery

 Emerging experience in community-
management of PAs is important for 
new climate adaptation challenges
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The existing network of protected areas in Vietnam covers just over 5% of the land area. Most protected areas are between 20,000-50,000 hectares. Most provinces have at least one protected area, and the PA system is mostly decentralized. Only trans-provincial or special case PAs are controlled through the central level. Provinces therefore allocate resources for management and operations of protected areas, and can design and establish areas at the local level (although National level sign-off is still required). 

There are also a number of smaller, community-driven protected areas, and growing lessons and experience in local management.

So there are many options available in Vietnam for protected areas, covering all the IUCN PA categories. This is an advantage to address new challenges of climate change impacts on lowland, delta, coastal and islands areas most likely to suffer key climate impacts and experience food and water insecurity.

Protected areas in Vietnam do currently provide ecosystem services, especially for watershed and catchment protection. Most terrestrial protected areas are critical watersheds for Vietnam’s many river systems. Whilst most protected areas score poorly on biodiversity and species targets, protection of overall forest cover, including active restoration, is generally effective. Marine PAs for fisheries and coral reef protection have been a more recent priority. Initial marine PAs such as Con Dao National Park originated through expanding existing forest parks on islands and coastal areas to cover marine zones.

In Vietnamese history, including recent times, the forest is the source of recovery and respite during times of hardship. Food and shelter. In terms of the concept of protected areas as a source of refuge and resources, there is no doubt that Vietnamese people understand this very well. Where people are empowered to manage their own resources, and exclude ‘outsiders’ from freeloading access, there is good success in protecting, managing and restoring natural areas and ecosystem services.



Vulnerable Areas

Few PAs in most vulnerable areas 

 Most vulnerable areas have least PA 
coverage

 Existing PAs ad-hoc with few 
climate-related management 
objectives

 Remaining areas of mangrove, reef, 
wetlands are under threat and 
largely unprotected

 Provincial Govts have the authority 
to plan and implement PA networks
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However, the most vulnerable areas (the lowlands, coasts, delta systems and islands) have the least coverage of protected areas. Some vital protected areas, such as Ca Mau National Park which protects 40,000 ha of mangrove and delta peat forest at the southern tip of Vietnam, have recently been established. Another area, Tram Chim National park, protects 7,500 ha of vital wetland in Dong Thap Muoi Province, originally established to protect the habitat of the endangered Sarus crane (Grus antigone). However, they are few and far between, and the role that PAs can play in protecting vital ecosystem services in such areas, to reduce vulnerability to climate shocks, is not being recognized. 

Many remaining pockets of wetland, mangrove systems, coastal forests, islands and reef systems are unprotected and universally under threat even as they provide resources and services for local inhabitants. Remaining tracts of mangrove in the Mekong delta are still being converted at a high rate to make way for coastal development especially aquaculture and shrimp-farming.

For Protected Areas to provide the natural solutions to the near-term impacts of climate change, there needs to be a concerted effort to secure the remaining areas of significant size and value, before they are lost or too degraded. Then, Protected Areas need to be a source from which local efforts at restoration and ecosystem management can spread. Pockets of PAs will not be sufficient. A drive towards a network of connected, protected zones with PAs at the core is urgently required.

With the decentralized power of Provincial Governments to zone and develop land-use plans and protected area designations, the opportunity is to assist provinces, and groups of provinces (such as the collective Mekong Delta provincial Governments, or the north-central coastal provinces), to develop climate resilient PA and protection networks.





Challenges

Establishing PAs to reduce climate 

vulnerability Isolated - last remaining tracts of natural habitat in most 
vulnerable areas. Many competing land-uses. 

 Political will: convincing provincial Governments will take time 
and many efforts – proof of concept for PAs needed.

 Over-population, over-harvesting, over-developed:

 Financial burden: PA management costs as a disincentive 
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The key challenges to establishing Protected Areas - to safeguard the remaining ecological characteristics and services that will help reduce climate vulnerability – is not a question of whether they are needed, but one of competing priorities and land uses.

In Vietnam, political will exists. However, between ‘setting the agenda’ through to actual allocation of resources and implementation, there are many obstacles. 

Development pressures are high, and the development context is often too aligned to economic opportunity and short-term gain versus ‘bigger picture’ planning for change and for resilience. High population densities and over-exploitation of natural resources and systems put additional pressure on the remaining natural areas and make restrictions and protection measures unpopular and seen as costly.





Opportunities

 Political will exists at the highest level; the agenda is set

 Making the case; people power and local-level mobilization.

 Decentralization to provincial level for PA management

 Models exist for incentive programs to reforest mangroves
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All is not lost. Although scattered and threatened, there are still areas worth protecting and saving that will provide a buffer against the near-term impacts of climate change.
Political will does exist. The national agenda is set: Climate Change is a serious issue for Vietnam and adaptation strategies and measures must be comprehensive and include ecosystems and environmental services.
With external support, and project resources to cover the planning, technical analysis, and initial investment costs of PA establishment, some provinces are moving ahead with land-use and development plans that include PAs as a climate solution. For example, WWF has been working in Ca Mau province in the delta to help plan for climate resilience. With the decentralized powers that Provinces have, local leaders can act decisively in favor of PAs and protection and restoration of a network of sites and areas.
Pressure on resources can also result in political pressure to stop the over-exploitation of natural values; the increased severity of natural catastrophes is more and more linked to a the degradation of natural areas and services. 
The relative success and lessons from other community-based incentive programs, for example the national ‘1 million hectares reforestation program’ – where households were paid to plant and protect community forest areas – can be expanded to more mangrove and wetland areas. Emerging examples of ‘Payment for Environmental Services’ in Vietnam, such as in Thua-Thien Hue province for wetland protection and Da Nang Province for watershed services – can provide models for incentive schemes in other provinces for lowland, coastal, delta and island areas.

Many communities are requesting assistance to curb the access by ‘outsiders’ on local resources and into local coastal and forest areas.




Conclusions

Support from international community is 

vital

 Effort required to shift the political agenda to actual 
implementation at the Provincial level

 International support is vital; pace of change in Vietnam is faster 
than many sector’s capacity and skills can develop

 Urgent need to zone and protect remaining natural areas in 
lowland, coastal, delta and island areas
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Political will…climate is gaining momentum as an issue, recognized by Vietnam…renewed interest in PAs is increasing




Recommendations

Summary for PACT Summit discussion

 Work at Province level, where budgets can be allocated to local 
land-use and development plans; secure key PA sites

 Refine and explore incentives (esp. at community-level) for 
ecosystem protection, restoration and management

 International support to demonstrate value of PA systems and 
networks to vulnerable areas, such as the Mekong delta



Post-script

Will PAs be enough?

 Mitigation of global CO2 emissions is 
urgent; unavoidable impacts predicted

 Mekong Delta: 22% of population; 50% of 
rice output; 60% of national seafood; 80% 
of fruit crops; 90% of rice exports

 Climate induced disasters could drive 
displacement, migration on a vast scale

 PAs – protect vital ecosystem services for 
current and future benefits; 

 PAs - provide resilience; reduce risk



Thank you
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