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ABSTRACT

This study is an analysis of development and livelihoods of the upland ethnic
minorities in the Central Coast of Vietnam. Based on the case study of a multi-ethnic
community, the focus is on the local processes where local people are struggling to
sustain their livelihood in the context of state-led development and forest
conservation. There are 3 objectives (i) to understand the ways in which local people
perceive themselves with regard to their own livelihoods, (ii) to analyze the conflicts
between the upland development strategies of the state and livelihood strategies of
local people, and (iii) to explore how ethnic minorities negotiate with state agencies

for survival and development.

Intensive field research has been carried out in Thua Thien Hue province.
Three main concepts are constructed as a conceptual framework. They are as follows:
(1) complexity of livelihood strategies, (ii) negotiation as practices of development,

and (i11) situated knowledge.

The study focuses on two main parts. The first part analyzes various aspects of
livelihood in the multi-ethnic community. Through historical perspectives, the study
found that the changes of local livelihoods were due to the relocation of ethnic
minorities from the forest areas to the main roads under the sedentarization program

with the purpose of ending shifting cultivation and stabilizing nomadic life for these
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ethnic minority groups. The analysis of local livelihoods points out that uncertainty of
access to resources is seen to be the main cause of livelihood insecurity for the ethnic
minorities in Hong Ha. As a response to the uncertainty of access to resources, villagers
are found to pursue complex and differentiated livelihood strategies. Such complex
livelihood strategies, however, depend on different household groups’ understanding of
development and livelihood. In addition, the adaptability of these strategies is closely
related to the households’ differential socio-economic status as well as their differential

access to social networks, whether they are formal or informal networks.

The second part of the thesis critically examines the ways in which ethnic
minorities in Hong Ha have negotiated with government officials to gain access to
and control over their resources. The findings provide arguments that gaining access
to land is the most important factor for local livelihood security. Villagers of Hong
Ha, therefore, engage themselves continuously in livelihood negotiations for land.
Based on local concepts and local knowledge, villagers articulate with outsiders by
improvising many strategies of negotiation for gaining access to land. Villagers see
development under the state direction as weakening their power and identity, which
can lead to insecure livelihoods. Therefore, they associate the idea of development
closely with sustainable livelihood by articulating their concepts of spirit, as they are

engaging in negotiation with government officials.

The study identifies two main strategies that villagers improvise to increase
their land: discourses of land use classification and utilization of social relations to
enhance their access to land which is primarily based on ideas of moral economy with
a focus on food security. They articulate those strategies concretely in the practices of
agro-forestry and the manipulation of rubber plantations. Such articulations also
reflect the villagers’ understanding of the close relationships between conservation,
agricultural production and development. Flexibility in adopting new farming systems
and dynamism of cultural reproduction in everyday practices are illustrated as the
villagers’ consciousness of their identity in their response to government policies on

upland development.
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