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Abstract: Over the last thirty years, the livelihood systems of ethnic minority groups in the
Central Highlands of Vietnam have been affected by a range of interrelated factors, including rapid
land-use change, shifts in migration patterns, and evolving systems of environmental governance.
This paper examines how these factors interrelate to reshape livelihood structures and access to
resources among people living in mountainous areas. It employs a combination of approaches,
including household surveys, semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, and analysis of
policy documents, conducted in the provinces of Dak Lak, Gia Lai, and Kon Tum. The study analyses
the socio-economic and institutional factors driving changes in livelihoods. The findings indicate that

changes in forest landscapes and reduced access to customary land are associated with the
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expansion of commercially oriented agriculture, particularly coffee and rubber cultivation,
hydropower development, and newly implemented forest governance systems. Migration dynamics
have affected both land and labour, contributing to shifts in traditional livelihood systems.
Environmental governance measures, such as Payment for Forest Environmental Services (PFES),
have created opportunities for supplementary income, although payments remain low and tenure
insecurity remains a constraint. The study further shows that livelihood transformation in the Central
Highlands is not a simple linear process but rather a complex interaction of changes in economic
activities, social relations, and governance arrangements. It highlights the importance of more
inclusive environmental governance frameworks that enhance tenure security, support livelihood

diversification, and recognise the contributions of customary institutions in forest management.

Keywords: Central Highlands, Vietnam, environmental governance, ethnic minority

communities, land-use change, livelihood transformation, migration.

Introduction
Research Problem

The socio-ecological significance of Vietnam’s Central Highlands lies in its major
environmental, cultural, and economic importance. This area comprises the five provinces of Kon
Tum, Gia Lai, Dak Lak, Dak Nong, and Lam Dong. It contains a considerable share of Vietnam's forest
resources and also has significant potential for biodiversity conservation, watershed protection, and
the regulation of downstream ecosystems (Nguyen & Ho, 2019; World Bank Group, 2019). Many
ethnic minority communities live in this area, including the Ede, Gia Rai, Ba Na, Mnong, Xo Dang,
and K'ho. Their livelihoods, social structures, and belief systems have, to a large extent, depended
on forests, land, and water (Ostrom, 1990; Berkes et al., 2000). In this regard, the forest is not merely
an economic resource; it also serves as a cultural and spiritual resource and is regulated by
customary laws and moral codes (Marsden, 2003; Hausner et al., 2019). However, this area has

undergone extensive and significant changes over the last few decades.

Landscape transformation and accelerated deforestation resulting from the cultivation of
coffee, rubber, and pepper are well documented (Miller & Zeller, 2002; Meyfroidt et al., 2013;
D'haeze et al., 2005). The development of hydropower, plantation investment, and road
construction, coupled with growing demand for land and resources, has also led to land
displacement and dispossession (Doutriaux et al., 2008; Sasges & Ziegler, 2023). At the same time,
forest land allocation policy, Payment for Forest Environmental Services (PFES), and REDD+
programs have introduced alternative forms of environmental governance and control over access
to forest resources (Sikor & Tran Ngoc Thanh, 2007; McElwee, 2012; Pham et al., 2013). These
developments have occurred alongside migration and demographic change and have been further
compounded by climate stress, particularly in drought-prone and water-insecure coffee-growing
regions (Phan & Coxhead, 2010; Nguyen et al., 2024).
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Consequently, the Central Highlands has become an increasingly complex and contested
region at the intersection of environmental governance, market frontiers, and the livelihoods of
ethnic minorities. For these communities, the consequences of these transformations often include
loss of access to land, insecure land tenure, territorial fragmentation, and socio-economic shifts

toward wage labour and dependence on cash crops.
Research Focus

The available literature has analysed these transformations through the lenses of sustainable
livelihoods, environmental governance, indigenous culture, and land-use change (Chambers &
Conway, 1992; Scoones, 1998; Sikor & Tran Ngoc Thanh, 2007; McElwee, 2012; Pham et al., 2014,
Ostrom, 1990; Berkes et al., 2000; Whyte et al., 2016; De Koninck, 2000; Déry, 2000; Meyfroidt et
al., 2013). While these studies provide important insights, they often remain incomplete in

accounting for the dynamic, interrelated transformations in the livelihoods of ethnic minorities.

Changes in community livelihoods cannot simply be understood as the diversification of
income sources or modifications in agricultural practices. The conversion of land to commercial
crops, hydropower, and plantations not only alters land use and land cover but also reconfigures
access to commons, weakens customary land relations, and increases dependence on market-
oriented production (Mdller & Zeller, 2002; D'haeze et al., 2005; Meyfroidt et al., 2013). Migration
further intensifies these processes. Spontaneous migration and state-led resettlement policies have
transformed demographic patterns and increased competition for land and labour (Zhang et al.,
2006; Phan & Coxhead, 2010; Doutriaux et al., 2008).

In addition, environmental governance frameworks generate both synergies and trade-offs in
their impacts on social equity and inclusion. Policies such as forest allocation, PFES, community
forestry, and hydropower development may create new income opportunities and promote
conservation awareness. However, they may also reproduce social exclusion when benefit
distribution is unequal or when formal governance systems are poorly aligned with local institutions
(Larson et al., 2013; Le et al., 2016; Pham et al., 2016a).

While previous research has confirmed the continuing role of forests in livelihood resilience, it
has often focused on static functions rather than dynamic transformation processes. Similarly, studies
on environmental governance have acknowledged cultural and institutional dimensions but have
not sufficiently linked them to concrete changes in household strategies and socio-economic
differentiation. What remains lacking is an integrative analysis of how land-use change, migration,
and governance interact to reshape access to land, labour organisation, forest dependence, and
cultural systems. This study addresses this gap by examining livelihoods as dynamic socio-ecological

systems shaped by multiple interacting forces.
Research Objectives and Questions

This study aims to examine how livelihood transformation occurs among ethnic minority
communities in the Central Highlands of Vietnam through the interaction of land-use change,

migration, and environmental governance. Specifically, it seeks to understand how the expansion of
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coffee, rubber, pepper, and hydropower landscapes alters the material basis of livelihoods; how
migration affects land availability, labor access, and social relations; and how governance
mechanisms, including forest land allocation and PFES, function as enabling or constraining factors
in livelihood adaptation (McElwee, 2012; Pham et al., 2014; Pham et al., 2023).

The analysis focuses on key dimensions, including income, land tenure, resilience, and the
preservation of cultural systems. Within this framework, the study addresses the following research

questions:

e How does land-use transformation affect livelihood structures and access to resources?

e In what ways does migration reshape land availability, labour organisation, and
community relations?

e How do environmental governance mechanisms influence livelihood adaptation and
differentiation?

e Do these transformations lead to resilience, dependency, or new forms of

marginalisation?

The study argues that livelihood transformation in the Central Highlands is not only an
economic process but also a political and cultural one, shaped by the intersection of land-use
change, migration pressures, and differentiated governance arrangements. Rather than
representing a linear transition from traditional to modern systems, livelihood change is better

understood as an uneven and conflictual socio-ecological process.
Literature Review

In upland ethnic minority areas, the sustainable livelihoods approach highlights the importance
of longitudinal analysis of livelihood change. Chambers and Conway (1992) define livelihoods as the
combination of capabilities, assets, and activities that enable people to earn a living, and that may
change over time. This was further elaborated by Scoones (1998), who emphasised the interplay
among resources, institutions, processes, and adaptive strategies, while DFID (1999)
developed a framework for analysing livelihoods across five types of capital: natural, human,
social, physical, and financial. Collectively, these contributions shifted the analytical focus away from
poverty as merely an income issue toward the underlying structural factors affecting household
livelihood security. In the Central Highlands, a focus on assets alone is insufficient. It is not only the
assets a household possesses that determine livelihoods, but also how access to land, forests,
labour, and institutions has been configured and transformed over time. This shifts the
understanding of “livelihood transformation” toward a dynamic and often contested process shaped
by market integration, policy change, environmental conditions, and migration. A substantial body
of literature identifies land-use change as a key driver of livelihood transformation in the Central
Highlands.

The transformation of upland landscapes for commercial coffee cultivation since the 1990s has
been economically profitable but has also generated ecological stress (Miller & Zeller, 2002;
D’'haeze et al., 2005). Meyfroidt et al. (2013) further demonstrate that agricultural frontier expansion
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and intensification occur simultaneously with deforestation and the uneven redistribution of land.
Beyond coffee, the expansion of rubber and the development of plantations and agricultural
colonisation illustrate how state-sponsored infrastructure and economic globalisation have
incorporated the region into a frontier economy (De Koninck, 2000; Déry, 2000). The displacement
of shifting cultivation has also occurred as commons have contracted. Doutriaux et al. (2008) show
that legal and administrative reclassification of land previously held under customary systems alters
both local practices and livelihoods. Socio-environmental fragmentation and deforestation—
resulting in reduced water availability, biodiversity loss, and the erosion of traditional livelihoods—
are key consequences of these processes (Cochard et al., 2020; Kissinger, 2020). Land-use change

in the Central Highlands is therefore both a political and ecological transformation.

Migration is a second critical component shaping the transformation of livelihoods. Traditional
migration theories emphasise structural push-pull factors and changing relationships between
labour and land (Massey et al., 1993). In the Central Highlands, migrants include spontaneous
migrants, state-sponsored settlers, and development-induced settlers. Empirical evidence indicates
that these processes have increased demographic pressure and competition for land and labour
(Zhang et al., 2006; Phan & Coxhead, 2010). Migration is not socially neutral. It often produces
unequal outcomes, particularly where land titling, administrative recognition, and market integration
favour economically advantaged actors, leading to disparities in land access between indigenous
groups and migrant settlers. Radel et al. (2018) argue that migration, combined with agrarian
change, contributes to increased social differentiation, forcing some households to shift from self-
sufficient, land-based livelihoods to wage labour, casual employment, or greater dependence on
volatile markets. In the Central Highlands, these dynamics reshape local power relations, intergroup
interactions, and community organisation. Environmental governance and the land-forest nexus

constitute another important strand of the literature.

Formal reforms in forest land allocation produce varied outcomes depending on how legal
frameworks engage with customary claims. McElwee (2012) argues that the convergence of
conservation, market-based mechanisms, and state territorial control in Vietnam is evident in policies
such as PFES and REDD+. A series of empirical studies by Pham et al. (2013, 2014, 2015, 20164,
2016b) shows that although PFES has created new income-generating opportunities, uneven benefit
distribution persists due to limited participation, lack of administrative transparency, and insufficient
recognition of local contexts. Similar patterns are observed in studies of hybrid governance, where
state, market, and community-based arrangements interact in complex and often uneven ways (Le
et al., 2016). Tenure security and equitable participation are therefore critical for forest governance
to contribute to livelihood sustainability (Larson et al., 2013). Evidence from these studies shows that
governance mechanisms are not neutral; rather, they shape the extent to which individuals and

groups are included or excluded and influence their capacity to adapt to changing conditions.

In addition, other studies emphasise the role of indigenous knowledge systems, customary law,
and socio-cultural embeddedness. Sacred practices, ritual authority, village leadership, and
customary norms continue to shape how ethnic minority communities relate to land and natural

resources. These dimensions connect livelihoods to identity, moral values, and environmental ethics,
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positioning forests not only as economic resources but also as cultural and symbolic spaces. This
perspective is important for understanding how socially embedded values and institutions, beyond
purely economic factors, shape changes in livelihoods. Collectively, the literature on land-use
change, migration, environmental governance, and cultural relations to forests provides important
insights. However, these strands are often analysed in isolation. There remains limited integrative
analysis that brings together land-use change, demographic pressure, governance, livelihood
restructuring, and socio-cultural embeddedness. This article addresses this gap by examining how
these elements interact to reshape ethnic minority livelihoods in the Central Highlands, framing the

process as ongoing, differentiated, and contested within a socio-ecological context.
Theoretical Framework

This study uses an integrated analytical framework to capture the transformation of livelihoods
among ethnic minority groups in the Central Highlands of Vietnam by combining three distinct yet
interrelated approaches. First, the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) helps to systematise
household assets and strategies. Second, contributions from political ecology and environmental
governance explain how power, institutions, and policies shape control over land and other
resources. Third, a transformative approach to livelihood systems explains how livelihoods are
altered over time through the combined effects of land-use change, migration, and governance
structures. Collectively, these approaches provide important insights into how transformations in

socio-ecological systems affect livelihood systems.

The SLF serves as a starting point for the broader framework. As defined by Chambers and
Conway (1992), livelihoods are the combination of capabilities, assets, and activities necessary for a
means of living, while Scoones (1998) emphasises the interaction among resources, institutions, and
processes, together with variation in individual responses, as central to livelihood analysis. The DFID
(1999) framework identifies five interrelated components of a livelihood system: natural, human,
social, physical, and financial capital. In the Central Highlands, natural capital is particularly important
because it includes land, forests, and water. Human capital encompasses labour, knowledge, and
health; social capital comprises networks, trust, and normative institutions; physical capital
comprises infrastructure and productive resources; and financial capital comprises income, savings,
and credit (DFID, 1999; Scoones, 1998).

However, the SLF has been criticised for emphasising assets while paying insufficient attention
to the political and institutional arrangements that govern access to those assets. In the Central
Highlands, where land enclosure, market integration, and migration affect access to resources, a
more integrative approach is necessary. To address these limitations, the framework incorporates
elements of political ecology and environmental governance. Political ecology argues that
environmental change is inseparable from social relations of power, resource control, and
competing priorities, and it raises questions about who shapes land-use decisions and who bears
the costs (McElwee, 2012). In the Central Highlands, land use is influenced by the state, local

authorities, market actors, and community participants.
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Policies such as forest land allocation, PFES, and REDD+ demonstrate the capacity of
governance mechanisms to both promote conservation and reconfigure the distribution of benefits
(Sikor & Tran Ngoc Thanh, 2007; Pham et al., 2014). These arrangements often produce uneven
outcomes, as some groups are formally recognised and benefit, while others are excluded because
of insecure tenure or other institutional constraints (Larson et al., 2013). Environmental governance,

therefore, plays a central role in shaping the distribution of opportunities and risks.

The framework also considers the dynamic nature of livelihood transformation, shaped by land-
use change, migration, and governance interventions. In the Central Highlands, the conversion of
land to commercial agriculture and infrastructure development changes how people access natural
resources. Migration intensifies pressures on land and labour and often increases social competition.
Changes in governance structures influence how these pressures are distributed across different
populations. The interaction of these processes, together with factors such as land tenure security,
the level of market integration, the presence or absence of customary governance, and climate-
related stress, leads to a wide range of outcomes. These include livelihood diversification, the
increasing commodification of social relations, and greater dependence on wage labour. They also
include the emergence of new social and economic vulnerabilities, such as environmental

degradation and cultural erosion.

The framework further assumes that land-use change tends to reduce access to natural
resources and increase dependence on market systems; that migration intensifies social and
economic pressures on land and contributes to social differentiation; and that environmental
governance is more effective when formal and informal governance systems are aligned (McElwee,
2012; Sikor & Tran Ngoc Thanh, 2007; Larson et al., 2013). The integrated approach used in this
analysis of the Central Highlands captures the interaction among environmental transformation,
governance, and socio-economic change. Overall, livelihood transformation is uneven, creating

greater opportunities for some groups while increasing marginalisation for others.
Methodology
Overview

This study employs a mixed-methods approach to examine how livelihoods transform among
ethnic minorities in the Central Highlands of Vietnam. The integration of qualitative and quantitative
methods enables the identification of measurable livelihood patterns while also capturing the socio-
cultural contexts in which these transformations take place (Scoones, 1998; DFID, 1999). This
approach is particularly suitable for the Central Highlands, where the interaction of land-use change,

migration, and environmental governance shapes changes in livelihoods.

The research adopts a convergent mixed-methods design in which household surveys,
interviews, focus group discussions, and document reviews were conducted during the same
fieldwork period, and the data were analysed concurrently. This design allows statistical findings to
be interpreted alongside local experiences and institutional contexts, thereby providing a more

comprehensive understanding of livelihood transformation processes.
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Participants / Sample

Fieldwork was conducted primarily in the provinces of Dak Lak, Gia Lai, and Kon Tum, with
supplementary references from Dak Nong and Lam Dong. These provinces represent diverse
contexts in terms of agricultural commercialisation, forest conditions, migration dynamics, and
governance structures. While Dak Lak and Gia Lai are major centres of coffee cultivation, Kon Tum
retains relatively larger forest cover and stronger customary institutions. Dak Nong and Lam Dong
illustrate the interaction between plantation forestry, hydropower development, and forest

governance.

The quantitative component comprises a household survey of approximately 350 households
across several ethnic minority groups, including the Ede, Gia Rai, Ba Na, and Mnong. Household
selection was based on village-level sampling, combined with purposive sampling to capture
variation in livelihood types and levels of access to land.

The qualitative component includes unstructured interviews with a diverse range of
stakeholders, such as village elders, community leaders, ethnic minority migrants, forest rangers,
local officials, and actors involved in PFES and forest management. In addition, focus group
discussions were conducted, some organised by ethnicity and others by livelihood type, to capture
a wide range of perspectives and experiences.

Instruments and Procedures

Multiple data collection tools were used to capture both quantitative and qualitative
dimensions of livelihood transformation. The household survey collected information on
landholding size, land-use patterns, income sources, dependence on forest resources, migration
history, and participation in PFES or forest-protection programs. To facilitate temporal analysis,

respondents were asked to reflect on changes in their livelihoods over the past 10 to 15 years.

Qualitative data were obtained through unstructured interviews and focus group discussions.
These methods enabled participants to describe their experiences of changes in land access, forest
use, governance arrangements, migration, and livelihood adaptation strategies. The use of flexible
interview formats enabled the collection of in-depth and context-sensitive information.

In addition, document analysis was conducted to supplement field data. This included
reviewing land-use plans, PFES-related documents, forest management reports, and provincial
development plans. The combination of these sources strengthens the empirical foundation of the

study and supports triangulation across data types.
Data Analysis

For the quantitative component, descriptive statistics and cross-tabulation were used to
identify patterns across ethnic groups, provinces, and livelihood types. These methods enable the

analysis of variations in land access, income sources, and participation in governance programs.
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Qualitative analysis focused on key themes, including land-use change, migration,
environmental governance, and livelihood transformation. Particular attention was given to
differences between indigenous and migrant households, as well as to variations in access to

resources and institutional arrangements.

Overall, the analysis integrates quantitative and qualitative data to provide a comprehensive
interpretation of livelihood transformation processes. This triangulated approach enhances the
robustness of the findings and allows for a deeper understanding of the socio-ecological dynamics

shaping livelihoods in the Central Highlands.
Results
Historical and spatial trajectories of land-use change

The evolution of land use in Vietnam's Central Highlands demonstrates a clear historical shift
from natural forests and mixed upland subsistence systems to commercial agriculture, plantations,
hydropower, and infrastructure. Across all study locations, respondents identified the most notable
changes as the expansion of coffee plantations in Dak Lak and Gia Lai, rubber and pepper cultivation
in Dak Lak and parts of Gia Lai, land conversion associated with hydropower in Kon Tum, and acacia
or mixed plantations in peripheral areas. These changes occurred at different paces and in different
forms. However, they all led to a common outcome: the loss of natural forests and the restructuring
of land toward more market-oriented activities. These patterns of forest conversion and agricultural
expansion in the region are well documented (Muller & Zeller, 2002; D'haeze et al., 2005; Meyfroidt
et al., 2013; Cochard et al., 2020).

Survey and interview participants identified state planning, market opportunities, private
investment, and local livelihood needs as key drivers of forest change. Among household
respondents, 58% identified the conversion of forest land to monoculture plantations as the primary

cause of forest loss and the contraction of livelihood opportunities.

In Dak Lak, interviewees commonly associated these changes with the prioritisation of coffee,
pepper, and rubber as income-generating land uses, while in Kon Tum, hydropower development
and road construction were more frequently cited as causes of land loss and resettlement. These
examples illustrate that land-use change in the Central Highlands is not merely an agronomic shift
but a politically organised restructuring of land distribution and ecological resources (De Koninck,
2000; Doutriaux et al., 2008; Kissinger, 2020). A key outcome of this process is the displacement of

shifting cultivation and the increasing scarcity of freely accessible land.

Many interviewees from the Gia Rai, Ede, and Ba Na communities described how land
previously used for shifting cultivation, forest collection, grazing, rituals, and other practices has
become privately or state-controlled or has been reclassified for administrative purposes. As the
availability of land for communal use declined, opportunities for forest-based livelihood activities
were reduced. Seventy per cent of survey respondents reported a decline in the availability of forest

and water resources. In more remote forest areas, income from collection activities remained stable
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over five years but subsequently declined by 20-30%. These findings indicate that land-use change
has not only altered what is produced but has also transformed the underlying basis of livelihoods
in affected communities.

Table 1

Major land-use changes and their livelihood implications across study sites

Study site Major land-use change @ Main drivers Livelihood implications

Dak Lak Coffee, pepper, rubber Market  demand, land  Reduced common land, rising
expansion allocation, household | land inequality, greater cash-

income pressure crop dependence

Gia Lai Coffee expansion, = Commercial agriculture, | Forest decline, competition for
migrant cultivation spontaneous migration land, reduced NTFP access

Kon Tum Hydropower, State development ' Land loss, relocation, weakened
infrastructure, plantation = planning, resettlement sacred forest access
development

Dak Acacia, mixed Plantation models, forest Mixed outcomes: some income

Nong/Lam plantations, contracts, policy = diversification, some reduced

Dong conservation programs | experimentation customary access

Migration and the restructuring of land, labour, and community relations

Migration emerged as the second most important factor in the restructuring of livelihoods.
Both the survey data and local narratives show that the combination of spontaneous migration, inter-
provincial migration, and development-induced resettlement has increased population pressure
and transformed the social relations through which land is used. Earlier research has documented
the extensive scale of migration in the Central Highlands, where between 2005 and 2017 there were
more than 58,000 spontaneous migrant households (Phan et al., 2021). More recent research
provides evidence of the large-scale, long-term effects of migration on settlement patterns, land
ownership, labour distribution, and community relations.

In practice, in-migration into a given area has increased demand for agricultural land and
contributed to the fragmentation of community land. Ethnic minority respondents often noted that
migrant settlers were more able to clear land, investin commercial crops, and exercise administrative
influence over land allocation claims than they were. Among surveyed households, 35% reported
land-use conflicts caused by industrial crops established by settlers or spontaneous migrants, and
40% reported losing some or all of their land to development activities or land-use conflicts. Rather
than reflecting simple demographic pressure, these patterns illustrate the unequal competition over

land created by migration. Migration also brought about significant changes in labour structures.

As access to land became more difficult, several indigenous families moved away from self-
directed cultivation and began working for wages on plantations, in construction, or in towns. This
was particularly evident among younger family members, who increasingly engaged in seasonal
labour outside the village. Interviews indicated that this reduced household autonomy and altered
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intergenerational relations, as wage labour replaced collaborative work and reduced participation
in traditional communal labour. In some communities, elders also stated that their authority over
land was diminishing as disputes shifted from customary negotiation to informal administrative

channels.
Table 2

Types of migration and their effects on land access and social relations

Type of migration Main characteristics Effects on land access Effects on social relations
Spontaneous Unplanned inflow from | Greater pressure on forest Tensions between resident
migration other regions and agricultural land and newcomer groups
State-sponsored Planned relocation for | Administrative redistribution | Increased role of state
settlement development of land institutions

Dam-induced Resettlement due to Loss of farmland and sacred | Disruption of community
displacement hydropower spaces cohesion

Inter-provincial Temporary or seasonal = Less direct land expansion, = Weaker village-based
labor migration mobility more labor diversification labor organization

Patterns of livelihood transformation

The analysis identifies four patterns of change in people’s livelihoods. The first pattern involves
a shift away from subsistence livelihoods based on forest activities toward greater engagement in
market-oriented, income-generating agriculture. The dependence of some households on income
from timber, rattan, honey, mushrooms, and other non-timber forest products has been replaced by
involvement in coffee, pepper, rubber, and other cash crops. While this has enhanced cash income
for some households in the short term, it has also increased vulnerability to price fluctuations,

drought, and rising input costs.

The second pattern involves a transition from more autonomous farming to wage labor and
other vulnerable livelihood forms. This is observed among households that have experienced land
loss, lack legal documentation, or occupy areas with low ecological potential. For these households,
working as hired laborers on plantations or construction sites is often viewed as a necessary
economic adjustment; however, interviews indicate that such work is largely informal, poorly paid,
and unstable.

The third pattern reflects a shift from traditional practices of resource access and use toward
regulated participation in environmental governance schemes. Forest protection contracts and
Payment for Forest Environmental Services (PFES) have become important, although often
supplementary, sources of livelihood. Survey data indicate that 48% of participating households
reported positive impacts, particularly in terms of increased income (an average annual increase of
5-10 million VND) and improved awareness of forest protection responsibilities. However,
respondents also noted challenges such as delayed payments, limited transparency, and insufficient

coverage.
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Another pattern observed is the development of hybrid livelihood strategies. These include
agroforestry, small-scale livestock rearing, seasonal collection of forest products, cultural tourism,
and diversified income strategies combining farming, wage labor, and payments for ecosystem
services. Approximately 40% of agroforestry practitioners reported increased income and improved
soil protection. In addition, communities engaged in ecotourism, handicraft production, gong
performances, and ritual cultural activities associated with forests reported economic gains. Such
hybrid strategies were more feasible in contexts where households retained partial access to land

and received some form of institutional support.
Table 3

Typology of livelihood transformation among ethnic minority households

Livelihood type Main features Typical risks Typical advantages
Market-oriented Coffee, pepper, rubber  Price volatility, drought, Higher  short-term  cash
agriculture dependence debt income
Wage-based Plantation, Income instability, labor | Immediate cash access when
adaptation construction, seasonal | precarity land is scarce
labor
Environmental service PFES, forest contracts, Low payments, delayed Supplemental income,
participation patrol work disbursement stronger conservation links
Hybrid livelihoods Agroforestry, livestock, Requires assets and | More diversified and resilient
NTFPs, tourism coordination income base

Environmental governance as mediator: enabling, constraining, and differentiating adaptation

The results highlight the significance of environmental governance as a key mediator in
livelihood adaptation. State governance structures, such as the implementation of forest laws, land
allocation, the Payment for Forest Environmental Services (PFES) scheme, and the regulation of
plantations and hydropower, significantly influence how resources are accessed. Households with
documented land or forest rights described a greater capacity to combine farming with conservation
incentives. In contrast, households with undocumented rights were more vulnerable to exclusion,
land encroachment, or land loss. This reinforces earlier arguments about the importance of secure
tenure for achieving equitable forest governance (Sikor & Tran Ngoc Thanh, 2007; Larson et al.,
2013).

The results also show that community and customary governance systems remain vital in many
villages. Sacred forests, community elders, and customary laws and sanctions continued to regulate
forest use, particularly in areas where ritual authority still held social legitimacy. Interview participants
from Kon Tum and Dak Lak provided examples in which sacred forest guardians, village elders, and
community agreements continued to play an active role in forest governance, water conservation,
and the organisation of collective monitoring to prevent logging. This finding supports the work of

other scholars who have documented the role of indigenous environmental ethics and customary
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governance systems in conservation (Berkes et al., 2000; Whyte et al., 2017). However, governance

conflicts were evident as well.

Respondents repeatedly described conflicts as tensions between policy frameworks and lived
claimsto land, between conservation and development objectives, and between formal equality and
substantive equity. In some communities, households regarded industrial plantations or hydropower
projects as socially illegitimate even when legally sanctioned, because they displaced areas of
customary use and sacred sites. Where policy and local norms were poorly aligned, communities

expressed lower trust in governance, and adaptation outcomes were more uneven.
Table 4

Governance arrangements and differentiated livelihood outcomes

Governance arrangement

Strong state regulation, weak
local legitimacy

State-community coordination

Strong customary governance

Main characteristics

Formal rules dominate, limited
community voice

Policy  support  plus  local
participation

Sacred forests,
communal rules

elder authority,

Likely outcome

Compliance without trust; uneven
benefits

Better conservation and more

stable adaptation

Higher social cohesion, stronger
local resilience

Weak governance overall Unclear tenure, poor monitoring, Greater and

land conflict

vulnerability
livelihood insecurity

Socio-cultural and environmental consequences of livelihood transformation

The transformation of livelihoods does not simply refer to changes in income. It has also
produced important socio-cultural and environmental impacts. Many respondents reported a
gradual erosion of indigenous knowledge of forests, water, seasonal cycles, and ritual obligations.
In villages under strong migratory pressure or experiencing increasing commercial cultivation,
elderly respondents noted a growing disinterest among younger people in participating in
customary forest practices or in learning the rules related to sacred forests and the stewardship of

the commons. This indicates a weakening of intergenerational cultural and moral transmission.

At the same time, the commodification of land and labour has advanced. Land is often valued
primarily as a marketable or productive resource rather than as a communal or ancestral one, and
labour is increasingly detached from village-based reciprocity and tied to market wages. The
environmental impacts are also serious. Among surveyed households, 65% reported soil
degradation and 50% reported prolonged drought. Many interviewees attributed these conditions
to deforestation, monocropping, and disruptions in water flow. Clearly, water stress, declining
biodiversity, reduced soil fertility, and broader environmental degradation undermine agricultural
productivity and household security.

The results also demonstrate positive forms of adaptation. For some households, agroforestry
has provided a means of maintaining tree cover while also improving income stability. Community
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monitoring remained effective where local institutions retained legitimacy. In some contexts,
selective participation in PFES and forest protection contracts provided additional income and
strengthened forest stewardship. In some villages, customary norms were not entirely disappearing
but were being restructured under new conditions, and in some cases in combination with state-led
conservation initiatives. These cases indicate that livelihood transformation in the Central Highlands
is not merely a story of loss, but a more complex process in which disruption, adaptation, and

selective institutional renewal occur simultaneously.
Discussion
Livelihood transformation is not linear modernisation.

The changes occurring in the Central Highlands cannot be understood through a simplified

|II

continuum of “traditional” versus “modern” livelihoods. To do so would suggest that greater market
participation automatically leads to greater productivity, increased income, and improved well-
being. However, this study reveals an uneven, contradictory process. While the economic position
of some ethnic minority households has improved through cash income from coffee, pepper, wage
labour, or participation in PFES-related activities, their broader socio-economic position has, in some
cases, deteriorated because of reduced land autonomy, greater market dependence, and loss of
access to forests and other resources. This indicates that livelihood transformation has generated
not only flexibility but also greater insecurity. This finding is consistent with critiques of rigid asset-
based livelihood approaches that fail to capture the political and structural factors involved in the
reconfiguration of livelihoods (Scoones, 1998; DFID, 1999). Households in the Central Highlands
may increase their financial capital, but this often occurs at the expense of natural capital, social

capital, and greater ecological burdens.

Reliance on cash crops may provide short-term increases in income, but it also exposes
households to drought, debt, fluctuating prices, and rising input costs, particularly in landscapes
dominated by coffee (Miller & Zeller, 2002; D’haeze et al., 2005). Similarly, the shift to wage labour
may generate immediate earnings when access to land is limited; however, this often reflects
declining autonomy over land rather than genuine economic mobility. Therefore, livelihood
transformation is better understood as a process of differentiated reconfiguration rather than as a

simple linear development model.
Land-use change as both opportunity and dispossession

The results further indicate that land-use change in the Central Highlands is both productive
and dispossessive. The expansion of coffee, rubber, pepper, and hydropower, along with
plantations, has created economic opportunities and linked remote upland areas to wider markets.
It has also generated new sources of income for some households, which partly explains why many
local actors view agricultural commercialisation and associated infrastructure development as signs
of progress. At the same time, these developments have reduced forest cover, displaced shifting
cultivation, limited access to common lands through enclosure, and intensified spatial inequality

across the region. Previous scholarship on frontier development and agrarian transformation in
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Vietnam has noted this dual character of land-use change (De Koninck, 2000; Déry, 2000; Meyfroidt
etal., 2013).

The present findings add to this body of literature by showing the unequal distribution of the
benefits of land conversion. Households with documented land rights, financial resources for
investment, and stronger connections to commercial networks were better positioned to benefit
from the expansion of cash-crop cultivation. In contrast, households without land documentation,
with limited financial resources, or those dependent on common forest resources experienced land-
use change as a form of dispossession. Land conversion is therefore more than an ecological

transformation; it is also a process that reshapes access, value, and control.

Forest degradation in the Central Highlands should thus be understood not simply as an

ecological effect, but as a transformation in the social geography of livelihood opportunities.
Migration as social pressure and a political-economic process

Migration in the Central Highlands needs to be understood as more than a demographic
process. It is also political and economic in nature, involving the redistribution of land, labour, and
power. The findings of this study show that migration intensifies pressure on cultivated land,
contributes to unequal control over land, increases the potential for conflict, and can push ethnic
minority households into more precarious labour positions. In this context, migration affects not only

settlement patterns but also the wider social and economic structure of host communities.

In the Central Highlands, the effects of migration are especially visible in changing patterns of
land ownership, cultivation, labour organisation, and community relations. The arrival of migrants,
together with state-led resettlement and development projects, has altered local power balances
and deepened competition over agricultural and forest land. These processes also affect the
authority of village elders and customary institutions in mediating relations within and between
communities. As a result, migration contributes to a shift from community-based regulation toward

more formal and bureaucratic systems of land administration and control.

Migration, therefore, functions not only as a source of social pressure but also as a mechanism
through which power is restructured, thereby weakening some of the institutional foundations of
indigenous livelihood resilience (Zhang et al., 2006; Phan & Coxhead, 2010; Radel et al., 2018).

Governance matters more than policy rhetoric.

The findings demonstrate that governance matters more than policy rhetoric alone. In the
Central Highlands, forest protection, land allocation, Payment for Forest Environmental Services
(PFES), and conservation policies are often framed through progressive rhetoric emphasising
environmental protection, public participation, and livelihood improvement. However, the
effectiveness of these policies depends less on formal policy design than on their implementation in
practice. Abstract policy frameworks often fail to adequately account for local tenure conditions,
meaningful participation, institutional legitimacy, and the actual needs and rationalities of affected

communities. The results show that governance is more effective when these conditions are met,
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including secure access to land and forests, transparent and equitable distribution of benefits and
resource access, and local institutions that are not bypassed by administrative layers. These findings
are consistent with previous studies emphasising the importance of tenure security and distributive
justice in effective forest governance (Sikor & Tran Ngoc Thanh, 2007; Larson et al., 2013; Pham et
al., 2014). The issue is therefore not only whether conservation programs exist, but whether they
recognise people’s claims to land and facilitate meaningful participation. When governance
becomes little more than compliance, trust erodes, and adaptive management remains shallow and

uneven.

In contrast, when state institutions are effectively integrated with community-based systems
and informal leaders, governance can reinforce both conservation and livelihood stability. This
suggests that the central issue is not policy rhetoric itself, but the actual institutional alignment

between legal and cultural systems.
Toward a culturally grounded environmental governance

Crucially, the findings highlight the need for a more culturally and contextually grounded
understanding of environmental governance. In the Central Highlands, ethnic minority communities
should not be viewed merely as policy beneficiaries or as populations to be controlled through
conservation initiatives. These communities are active social actors with distinct traditions,
knowledge systems, and institutional and regulatory frameworks of their own, through which they
govern and manage forests, water, and communally held land. The presence of sacred forests, elder-
centred governance systems, ritual responsibilities, and community environmental ethics reflects
living institutions that help sustain practical resource use and reinforce collective responsibility.
These dimensions are essential for informing governance design. There is therefore a need to move
from approaches based solely on administrative authority toward those that recognise community-
based forms of governance, rules, and principles. This is not a matter of romanticising or idealising
customary systems. Rather, it reflects the practical recognition that governance is most likely to be

effective when formal policy is combined with customary frameworks.

A culturally grounded governance model would therefore recognise ethnic minority
communities as co-governing actors whose knowledge, authority, and claims are relevant to both
livelihood adaptation and conservation (Berkes et al., 2000; McElwee, 2012; Whyte et al., 2016).
Such an approach offers a more pragmatic and equitable response to the intertwined challenges of

changing spatial control, social stratification, and forest protection in the Central Highlands.
Conclusion

This article examines changes in the livelihood strategies of ethnic minority groups in the
Central Highlands of Vietnam, focusing on land-use change, migration, and environmental
governance. The evidence suggests a shift away from livelihood systems based on forest access and
customary social regulation toward more market-based and governance-regulated systems. Three
interrelated processes drive this transformation: the conversion of forests and communal land into

commercial agriculture, plantations, hydropower, and other forms of infrastructure; migration and
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resettlement processes that intensify land pressure and social differentiation; and governance

arrangements that structure access to land, forests, and livelihood opportunities.

Livelihood transformation is pronounced and highly differentiated. Some households have
experienced income gains from cash crops, wage labour, agroforestry, participation in PFES, and
tourism. In contrast, other households have experienced loss of land, insecure tenure, weakened
customary institutions, and increased exposure to ecological and market risks. In this sense,
transformation generates both opportunity and vulnerability and produces ambiguous
developmental outcomes. Rather than representing a straightforward path of progress, livelihood
transformation is better understood as a contested socio-ecological process that redistributes

resources, risks, and power.

The study also contributes theoretically by combining the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework
with elements of political ecology and environmental governance. While the SLF helps identify the
assets that make up livelihoods, it is less able to capture how access to those assets is structured by
power, control over land, and policy implementation. By adopting a dynamic understanding of
livelihood transformation, the framework highlights processes of adaptation under conditions of

dispossession, dependency, and uneven resilience.

Several policy implications emerge from the analysis. First, tenure security needs to be
strengthened in order to reduce vulnerability and exclusion. Second, formal environmental
governance should move toward genuine community engagement and participation. Third,
stronger regulation of forest conversion is needed, particularly in areas affected by commercial
agriculture and infrastructure development. Fourth, PFES and similar programs require more
balanced and transparent benefit-sharing mechanisms. Fifth, greater support is needed for
agroforestry, livelihood diversification, and climate-resilient farming, especially for households with
limited access to land. Finally, better integration between formal governance structures and
customary institutions, together with indigenous knowledge, would improve the legitimacy and

sustainability of governance.

One limitation of this study is the absence of longitudinal data and a more systematic

comparison between indigenous and migrant households.
Future Research Directions

Future research should further investigate livelihood transformation in the Central Highlands
through longitudinal and comparative approaches. Panel-based studies tracking the same
households over time would provide deeper insights into how livelihood strategies evolve under
changing environmental, economic, and governance conditions. Such approaches would also
enable a more precise assessment of the causal relationships among land-use change, migration,
and livelihood outcomes.

In addition, more systematic comparisons between indigenous and migrant households are

needed to better understand differentiated access to land, labour, and institutional support. Future
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studies could also examine intra-community variations, including gender, generational differences,

and socio-economic stratification, which remain underexplored in current research.

Further research should expand the analysis of governance by examining how formal policies
interact with customary institutions in different local contexts. This includes evaluating the
effectiveness of programs such as PFES in promoting both conservation and equitable livelihood
outcomes. Finally, interdisciplinary approaches integrating environmental science, anthropology,
and political economy would help to capture the complex socio-ecological dynamics shaping
livelihoods in the Central Highlands and contribute to more context-sensitive and inclusive policy

design.
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