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Swidden cultivation has long been seen as incompatible with state goals for develop-
ment, modernisation and environmental protection in Vietnam. This article provides
a history of anti-swidden programmes since the French colonial period: how targets
were selected, how different justifications were used, how interventions were imple-
mented, and what the impacts were. Shifts occurred over time in targets, tools, and
techniques, due to leeway available to local officials and resistance of target popula-
tions, but which also prolonged overall anti-swidden campaigns by providing oppor-
tunities for continual reinvention. Shifting justifications have allowed for new funding
and approaches over time, while remaining rooted in misunderstandings and cultural
chauvinism.

A major objective of land use, forestry, and development policies in Southeast
Asia over the twentieth century and beyond has been the replacement of swidden
with other forms of production, ranging from wet rice paddies to commercial cash
crops to forests, with governments spending hundreds of millions of dollars on anti-
swidden interventions over the past half century. These have included resettlement
and sedentarisation, prohibitions on specific practices (such as the use of fire), land-
use zoning, subsidies and incentives, and propaganda and education campaigns, with
specific tools and technologies to enable these interventions ranging from land-use
maps, agricultural extension services, improved seeds, and state-built infrastructure,
to name just a few. Local populations have resisted or acquiesced to these varying
interventions in different ways as well, often depending on whether approaches
were more coercive, like resettlement, or less interventionist, like subsidies for seeds.

Vietnam is a prime example of these issues. Two-thirds of its land area is sloping
or mountainous, and for centuries, these landscapes have sustained agricultural
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production through swidden cultivation, mostly practised by Indigenous ethnic
minority groups. Swidden (also sometimes referred to as shifting cultivation) refers
to a diverse variety of agricultural practices, generally characterised by natural rain-fed
conditions in areas not amenable to irrigation, in which fields are cleared through use of
fire or other non-mechanised means, and on which a variety of crops are planted in
cycles of use and fallow. Local practices of swidden, reflecting both myriad cultural
beliefs and diverse local ecologies, have long provided a flexible means of production
as economic, social and environmental circumstances shifted. Yet despite being widely
disparate in practice, important for the livelihoods of millions of people, and adaptive
over time, this form of agricultural cultivation has been viewed by the Vietnamese state
as ‘backward’, inefficient, and a major driver of deforestation and land degradation.

Anti-swidden campaigns have been one of the most consistent development
approaches applied to the uplands of Vietnam, yet have been seriously under-studied,
with disparate and mostly brief discussion of these programmes in literatures ranging
from agriculture and forestry to anthropology.1 While resistance by targeted commu-
nities has been noted, as well as accommodations by local officials, there has not yet
been an extended analysis of the historical range of these policies over time, how they
have been organised and reorganised, and how their implementation has been shaped
by competing visions of what swidden should be. This contrasts with recent work in
other Southeast Asian countries, where anti-swidden policies have been examined in
more depth.2 Further, several major recent assessments of swidden practices and pol-
icies in Southeast Asia make very little reference to Vietnam, indicating that this case
may not be as well-known or accessible to other Southeast Asian Studies scholars.3

The reasoning behind long-standing campaigns against swidden throughout
Southeast Asia is complex. Economic explanations, such as concerns that swiddeners
required ‘more land than a peasant who cultivated the same piece of land year after
year [which] made shifting cultivation extremely undesirable’, have been common.4

The geographic areas where many swiddeners live are often in competition with

1 For recent examples, see Thanh Van Mai and Xuan Phuc To, ‘A systems thinking approach for
achieving a better understanding of swidden cultivation in Vietnam’, Human Ecology 43, 1 (2015):
169–78; Pham Thu Thuy et al., ‘The politics of swidden: A case study from Nghe An and Son La in
Vietnam’, Land Use Policy 99 (2020): 1030–50.
2 Wolfram Dressler, William Smith and Marvin Montefrio, ‘Ungovernable? The vital natures of swid-
den assemblages in an upland frontier’, Journal of Rural Studies 61 (2018): 343–54; Michael Dove, The
banana tree at the gate: A history of marginal peoples and global markets in Borneo (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2011); Dietrich Schmidt-Vogt, ‘Defining degradation: The impacts of swidden on for-
ests in northern Thailand’, Mountain Research and Development 18, 2 (1998): 135–49; Nyein Chan et al.,
‘Livelihood activities of swiddeners under the transition of swidden agriculture: A case study in a Khmu
village, northern Laos’, in Environmental resources use and challenges in contemporary Southeast Asia, ed.
Mario Ivan Lopez and Jafar Suryomenggolo (Singapore: Springer, 2018), pp. 231–46.
3 Ole Mertz et al., ‘Swidden change in Southeast Asia: Understanding causes and consequences’,
Human Ecology 37 (2009): 259–64; Roy Ellen, ‘Studies of swidden agriculture in Southeast Asia since
1960: An overview and commentary on recent research and syntheses’, Asia Pacific World 3, 1 (2012):
18–38; Alan Ziegler et al., ‘Recognizing contemporary roles of swidden agriculture in transforming land-
scapes of Southeast Asia’, Conservation Biology 25, 4 (2011): 846–8; Wolfram Dressler et al., ‘The impact
of swidden decline on livelihoods and ecosystem services in Southeast Asia: A review of the evidence
from 1990 to 2015’, AMBIO: A Journal of the Human Environment 46 (2016): 291–310.
4 Karl Pelzer, Pioneer settlement in the Asiatic tropics: Studies in land utilization and agricultural col-
onization in Southeastern Asia (Washington, DC: American Geographical Society, 1957), p. 23.
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other land uses, including the expansion of export agriculture; extractive industries
like mining; or infrastructure works like hydroelectric dams, roads, and export
zones.5 Cultural politics also plays a role, as the peoples who swidden are often
regarded as ‘others’ who are in need of state help to achieve reasonable living stan-
dards.6 As Michael Dove has noted, ‘The swidden-based system of agriculture is
regarded not merely as less good than the system of irrigated rice cultivation, but
explicitly as something bad—irrational, destructive, and uncontrollable.’7

The fact that ethnic minorities are the primary practitioners of swidden has also
contributed to attempts to make these communities more ‘legible’ to development,
seen in consistent discourses emphasising modernity and progress.8 Environmental
justifications, such as concerns over deforestation, biodiversity loss, land degradation,
loss of ecosystem services and competition with conservation zones like protected
areas and forest reserves have been particularly deployed in more recent years.9

Such framings are omnipresent across Southeast Asia, and this article highlights
how and where different justifications have been rolled out over time in Vietnam.

In this article, I outline a history of the policies and practices directed at elimin-
ating or regulating swidden in Vietnam, examining the justifications used over time,
how targets for interventions were selected and prioritised, what tools and technolo-
gies were deployed, and what the impacts and responses to these policies have been.
The analysis presented here shows that the overall government goal to eliminate swid-
den has remained broadly constant for decades, even while successes as a direct result
of policies were limited on the ground. There have been shifts over time in who
should be targeted, in how reasons have been framed, and in ideas of how peoples
practising swidden should be changed. I argue that these alterations are in part a
response to internal debates on the efficacy of approaches, and partly due to the lee-
way available to local officials on the ground to shape and interpret policies.
Interventions have also been altered by subversion and resistance against these pol-
icies by target populations themselves.

This interplay has resulted in a more realistic approach to swidden than is
implied by dominant state discourses and has allowed officials to often turn a blind
eye or paper over policy failures at the local level.10 It may have also limited the ability

5 Sarah Turner and Pha ̣m Thi ̣ Thanh Hiêǹ, ‘“Nothing is like it was before”: The dynamics between
land-use and land-cover, and livelihood strategies in the northern Vietnam borderlands’, Land 4, 4
(2015): 1030–59; Stephen Leisz et al., ‘Telecouplings in the East–West Economic Corridor within borders
and across’, Remote Sensing 8, 12 (2016): 1012–30.
6 Georges Condominas, ‘Anthropological reflections on swidden change in Southeast Asia’, Human
Ecology 37, 3 (2009): 265–7.
7 Michael Dove, ‘Theories of swidden agriculture, and the political economy of ignorance’, Agroforestry
Systems 1, 3 (1983): 85–99.
8 James C. Scott, The art of not being governed: An anarchist history of upland Southeast Asia (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2009).
9 Ziegler et al., ‘Recognising contemporary roles’, p. 846; Wolfram Dressler, ‘Green governmentality and
swidden decline on Palawan Island’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 39, 2 (2013):
250–64.
10 In a similar situation in the Philippines, authors identified the interplay between policies and local
push-back as ‘mediating’ practices. See Wolfram Dressler, Will Smith, Christian A. Kull, Rachel
Carmenta and Juan Pulhin, ‘Recalibrating burdens of blame: Anti-swidden politics and green governance
in the Philippine uplands’, Geoforum 124, 6 (2021): 348–59.
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of officials to use anti-swidden policy as a comprehensive state-building tool. At the
same time, however, these frictional interactions have potentially also prolonged the
overall anti-swidden campaigns by providing opportunities for the continual reinven-
tion of policies, with shifting justifications and new tools over time, creating a con-
stant cycle of intervention, resistance, alterations, re-justifications, and more
interventions.

The analysis here is based on a range of sources and methods, including archival
documents in the Centre des Archives d’Outre-Mer (CAOM) in Aix-en-Provence and
the National Archives of Vietnam (NAV) 1 and 3 in Hanoi and NAV 4 in Dalat, as
well as interviews with both upland swiddening communities and policymakers in the
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) and the Committee for
Ethnic Minorities (CEM).11 The documentary record is better for some regions
than others, requiring an assessment of national policies to move around in space
and time. While the focus does not allow for much detail regarding the diverse cul-
tural practices and agricultural decisions that made up swidden systems on the
ground, for state authorities, such details as who planted what and when did not
much matter. Indeed, anti-swidden policies were usually organised so as to erase loca-
lised diversity and apply the same blunt tools in as many places as possible. For
example, there was very little regional variation in the design of overall policies, des-
pite a great variety of people and practices, from the high limestone mountains that
border China to the basaltic plateau known as the Central Highlands. Yet the broad-
ness of centralised directives often ended up creating the seeds of their own policy fail-
ures, and shifting the justifications for interventions over time allowed state
authorities to paper over these failures and to find new reasons for anti-swidden pol-
icies to persist to this day.

French colonial approaches to swidden
French colonial administrators in Indochina were faced with an unfamiliar way

of producing food in upland areas as swidden came under the regulatory gaze of
the state. They adopted the term ‘rẫy’, a word of Tai origin, into their vocabulary
as a generic term to describe what were in fact a wide range of practices.12 For
example, a 1915 document promulgating forest regulations in Tonkin noted that

11 Interviews with policymakers were carried out in 2004–05 with the assistance of the Institute for
Ethnic Minorities (IEM), and I also obtained a number of unpublished government documents and
data from these sources. The local field studies included research trips of approximately one month
each in Lào Cai province in 1997 with Hmông communities; with Thái and Hmông communities in
Yên Bái in 2004; with several Katu communities in Quảng Nam in early 2005; with Pa Cô and Vân
Kiêù villages in Quảng Tri ̣ province in late 2005; with two Êdê and two Mnông communities in central
Đăk Lăk in summer 2006; Hmông, Lôlô, and Tày communities in Hà Giang in 2006; two Katu villages in
Thù ̛a Thiên Huế in fall 2011; and two Cơ ho villages in Lâm Đồng over nearly three months in 2011 and
2014. Together with IEM, I also carried out a quantitative survey for four months in 2005 on changes in
agricultural practices and livelihoods in the six provinces of Gia Lai, Kon Tum, Thanh Hoá, Nghê ̣ An,
Cao Băǹg and Bắc Kạn, for which 180 households across six ethnic groups were surveyed.
12 In Thai, primary swiddens in new forest are known as rai luen loi, but other types of swiddens, such
as on fallowing land, have other names. In Vietnamese, rẫy is often used together with nu ̛ơng, a
Vietnamese word for a dry or non-irrigated field of any type, such as in the word ‘nưo ̛ng rẫy’, a swidden
field.
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Mountain populations, which have little land to cultivate, are used to ‘rays’; that is to say,
to burning the forest after it has been cut down to sow rice or maize in the ashes.
According to them they can grow good crops only in the new rays and they need the
ashes to sow; it is for this purpose that each year they make new and destructive rays.13

Officials also expressed dismay at those who were ‘essentially nomadic and do not
hesitate to move on when their customs meet the slightest obstacle’.14 The idea that
swidden was a singular type of practice—the burning of primary forest, for which
new fields were chosen every year, and which required constant ‘migration’—was a
misunderstanding of the complexities of swidden, for which rotational practices
were used that did not necessarily take place in primary but rather on secondary
growth, and where villages were often fixed and did not ‘nomadically’ move.15

Nonetheless, this misunderstanding and simplification of a variety of practices to
one single type, seen primarily in small areas in Tonkin, would come to colour the
justifications that French officials used across Indochina.

Colonial anti-swidden policies often encompassed economic, cultural, and envir-
onmental justifications, depending on location, and sometimes all three.16 On the cul-
tural side, the idea that highlanders were ‘indolent’ in their use of swidden, as
compared with more productive and advanced wet rice cultivation that required
laborious ploughing, was widespread.17 Fitting with French ideas of a mission civili-
satrice, improving these practices would promote modernity and development
among those who most needed it.18 On the economic side, swidden was considered
a low productivity activity, only supplying subsistence goods.19 The Forest Service
in particular found swidden to inflict ‘incalculable damage’ on the financially valuable
forests, and described swiddeners themselves as driven by ‘indifference’, ‘malevolence’
and ‘vandalism’.20 The use of fire was considered a particularly egregious practice; it
wasted timber, could rage out of control to damage land nearby, and post-ray land-
scapes did not regenerate back into rich forest.21 In a theme to be repeated in later
years, officials warned that if no action was taken, Indochina’s forests would be lost
within thirty years. Large expanses of the Indochinese landscape were presumed to

13 ‘Forest regulations of Tonkin’, in Resident Superior of Tonkin (RST) 56834: Mesures de protection
des forêts contre la pratique du ray et contre les feux de brousse au Tonkin, National Archives of Vietnam
(NAV) 1, Hanoi.
14 Letter from RST to Residents throughout Tonkin, in RST 56834.
15 For example, in central Vietnam among the Bru, later reports noted that they did not move or shift
villages unless there was a lack of land or disaster struck; see J.H. Hoffet, ‘Les Mois de la Chaine annami-
tique entre Tourane et les Boloven’, Terre Air Mer: La Géographie 1 (1933): 1–22.
16 Mark Cleary, ‘Managing the forest in colonial Indochina c.1900–1940’, Modern Asian Studies 39, 2
(2005): 257–83.
17 30 Apr. 1918 letter from Sơn La Resident Bonnemain, in RST 56834.
18 Cleary, ‘Managing the forest’, p. 257; Jean Michaud and Sarah Turner, ‘Tonkin’s uplands at the turn
of the 20th century: Colonial military enclosure and local livelihood effects’, Asia Pacific Viewpoint 57, 2
(2016): 154–67.
19 Pierre Gourou, L’utilisation du sol en Indochine française (Paris: Centre d’études de politique
étrangère, 1940), p. 82.
20 RST 56834: Mesures de protection des forêts contre la pratique du ray et contre les feux de brousse
au Tonkin, NAV 1, Hanoi; G.D. Fangeaux, ‘Le service forestier de l’Annam’, Bulletin des Amis du Vieux
Huế (1931): 236.
21 Fangeaux, ‘Le service forestier’, p. 235.
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have once been forest, but were now denuded and worthless: officials viewed these
bare hills as the source of soil erosion, landslides, changes in local climate, and,
most seriously, downstream flooding.22

Given these projected dire outcomes, how was the state to regulate swidden?
Several approaches were tried in different colonies, from legal restrictions to land-use
zoning to financial incentives, all with limited reach and results. In Cochinchina’s
1912 Forest Law, swidden could only be done ‘by special authorisation only in
areas determined in advance by the Administrator and province chief, in agreement
with the Forest Service’.23 In Tonkin, swiddeners had to make a request to the Forest
Service or the provincial authorities first, and those who cleared a ray field without
permission or set fires near forests would be punished by 1 to 3 months in prison
and a fine of 200–250 francs. Further, the village where such activities occurred
would be held liable for the payment of the fine if the local headman ‘cannot
prove that he has done everything possible to prevent the ray’.24

In addition to formal laws, other tools and technologies were used. Each colony’s
Forest Service created and mapped new forest reserves in an attempt to restrict access
to the best quality timber and remove it from swiddeners’ access; the colony-wide
Forest Law of 1930 reinforced that swidden was prohibited in any forests claimed
by the state.25 Detailed maps of ‘reserved’ forests were produced for each province
(see fig. 1), and were remarkable for what they didn’t show, often enclosing local
land uses within vast stretches of ‘forêt’, with no acknowledgement of the production
of agriculture in these areas.

With different land uses more clearly zoned, fire control was also stressed. A
manual produced for officials across Indochina advised them to ‘remove the advan-
tage’ held by natives by deploying direct surveillance by local fire guards, restrictions
on movement along paths where fires were frequent, creating fire-breaks and firewalls,
and ‘rapid’ communication and publicity. Collective village punishments could be lev-
ied where fires still broke out, and in the case of catching someone in the act, there
was the threat of loss of permits and user rights to forests. Other positive rewards
and subsidies were encouraged for those villages free of fires, including tax reductions,
granting of communal forest concessions, sponsoring village celebrations, or making
gifts to pagodas. The manual also suggested propaganda posters and education cam-
paigns, such as demonstration plots of land with a photograph taken every year to
show the rich state of fire-free forests.26

It fell primarily on the Residents of provinces and military territories to sort out
competing visions of what ray was and exactly how it should be dealt with across dif-
ferent circumstances. Some were more avid about the task than others: the Residents

22 22 July 1918 letter from Resident Bonnemain to RST, no. 212 a.s des incendies de forêts, in RST
56834.
23 Albert Sarraut, Arrêté du Gouverneur Général concernant les bois et forêts sis sur le territoire de la
Cochinchine (Hanoi: Office of the Gouverneur Général, 1913), p. 238.
24 19 Jan. 1917 letter from RST to Resident of Lao Kay, a.s. de la protection de la région forestière de
Chapa and ‘Rays et feux de brousse’, in RST 1555 a.s. Protection de la forêt, NAV 1, Hanoi.
25 Frédéric Thomas, ‘Ecologie et gestion forestiere dans l’Indochine française’, Revue française d’histoire
d’outre-mer 319 (1998): 59–86.
26 P.M. Allonard, Pratiqué de la lutte contre les feux de brousse: Surveillance de la population, moyens de
propagande, lignes pare-feux (Hanoi: Imprimerie d’Extrême-Orient, 1937), pp. 10–13.

158 PAMELA McE LWE E

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463422000194 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463422000194


of So ̛n La were particular campaigners against swidden, encouraging superiors in
Hanoi to take action, and asking that other nearby provinces emulate their practices.
In 1918, Resident Bonnemain explained that he had sent to the six districts under his
domain

a detailed circular, in which I remind them that there are obligatory forced labour pun-
ishments, according to the new code, for people who burn the forest. But I added that I
do not want to rush … and that I first want to make a serious and complete inquiry into
the means of replacing the ray fields with wet rice …. I have ordered all mandarins to
make a careful visit of their constituencies, with a view to compiling a list of uncultivated
lands which may be cultivated … [which] are more than enough to replace all the rays.27

Figure 1. Map of land use in province of Thừa Thiên, 1925.
Note: Dark areas are ‘reserved forests’, other shaded areas are general unreserved
forests. Map produced by Service géographique de l’Indochine, Hanoi: Carte economi-
que de l’Annam province de Thù ̛a Thiên, 1926. Original map held at Geography & Map
Reading Room, Library of Congress, LCCN: 93684329.

27 Letter 22 July 1918 from Bonnemain to RST, 212 a.s des incendies de forêts, in RST 56834.
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Bonnemain also suggested that the Tonkin government grant reductions in property
taxes to those who transitioned from ray to wet rice and provide subsidies for the dig-
ging of canals and other irrigation works to further encourage this.28

Other local Residents were less attentive or active, ranging from indifference to
tolerance. In a few areas, local commissions were set up, with studies to be made
of where ‘proposed areas for cultivation by ray will be allowed after clearing, with
wet rice culture in lower areas and elsewhere corn, cassava, and yams’.29 While
these commissions still clearly favoured an eventual transition to wet rice cultivation,
they also recognised that swidden could not be outlawed overnight as it served as the
major means of subsistence food production. Indeed, the tolerance of some Residents
toward swidden even led to conflicts between them and the Forest Service; for
example, the Service in Lao Kay province wanted to put up posters around villages
prohibiting destruction of reserved forests, but the local Resident recommended
that the Service head instead undertake a ‘listening’ tour of the region, in order to
‘question the locals on the spot, receive their objections, encourage them to specify
the advantages they wish to retain, and to delimit the lands they wish to occupy’.30

The annoyed Forest Service chief wrote to the Resident Superior of Tonkin about
his concern over this problematic approach, noting,

I will not mention again, because you know it, the theory of the influence of afforestation
on the climatic equilibrium and, consequently, on the regulation of water. I will only say
that, if we do not try to stop Evil where it is possible for us to do so, there is nothing to
do but bow to the inevitability and caprices of Nature, and calmly await the floods with
their disastrous effects… [T]olerance must have a limit and in any case the interests of
the Annamese populations of the Delta [living downriver from the highlands] deserves
consideration as well.31

Archives from the colonial period do not allow us to fully understand the local
responses to anti-swidden policies, but officials did acknowledge that ‘formal prohib-
ition of making ray displeases’ locals, and the practice could only be rooted out if
proper alternatives were presented that would change ‘their way of life, but not
their livelihood’.32 Other agricultural policies also may have inadvertently contributed
to the persistence of swidden cultivation. For example, farmers of wet rice fields in
Tonkin were subject to corvée labour obligations, and in one township of So ̛n La
province alone, 200 out of 750 households had given up rice fields and resumed
upland cultivation to avoid corvée in 1906, and similar resistance might be expected
to specific anti-swidden policies.33 In the end, however, none of the anti-swidden laws
nor local projects to move swiddeners toward wet rice production were successful in

28 Bonnemain noted that lands under ray paid 10 piastres per mẫu (5,000m2) in tax. He suggested
reducing this to 0.50 or 0.30 piastres a mau to encourage their conversion to permanent fields or wet rice.
29 RST N93 75.450: Pratiqué des ‘rays’, 1931–39, NAV 1, Hanoi.
30 RST 1555 a.s. Protection de la forêt, Rays et feux de brousse, NAV 1, Hanoi.
31 Ibid.
32 14 Aug. 1918 letter from Bonnemain to RST, in RST 56834.
33 Non-voluntary corvée was used for porterage, road building and other public works. See 14 Aug.
1918 letter from Resident Bonnemain, in RST 56834.
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eradicating these practices, which persisted across the highlands to the end of French
colonial rule.

Postcolonial states and swidden practices
Emergent policies in the DRV and RVN
As the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV, later North Vietnam) emerged

after 1945, the first official document of the Communist Party to mention policies
for swidden was put forward by the Central Committee’s Fourth Plenum in 1948,
which noted in a section on ‘Improving the People’s Material and Moral Welfare’
the need to ‘encourage the elimination of swiddening and help in planning improve-
ments to equipment, seedlings, and fertiliser; mobilise double-cropping of land’.34

While this was motivated by a concern about increasing agricultural productivity,
Party officials were also well aware of the need for solidarity with ethnic minority
groups within the DRV-controlled resistance zones (and later the fragile postcolonial
state), and the 1948 Plenum’s conclusions notwithstanding, they took a primarily con-
ciliatory approach to swidden, at least until later in the 1960s.

Open tolerance shaped these initial policies. For example, a local report from the
Black River area of the DRV’s Northwest in 1955 noted that officials should work dir-
ectly with locals to determine the best methods for swiddens, choosing areas that were
not too steep and had good soil or where advanced technology, such as fertilisers,
could be applied.35 Another publication aimed at local officials issued by the
Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry in 1957 argued that swidden could be practised,
but was in need of supervision and improvement: more productive modern varieties
of seeds, replanting trees in old swiddens, and building fire-breaks around fields was
recommended.36 The report concluded that local officials should begin to compile
information on population numbers, customs, existing rotational types, and other
practices so that they could better understand (and potentially regulate) when and
where swidden could take place.

A document produced by an anonymous officer in the Department of Water and
Forests in the mid to late 1950s shows the conflicted feelings of administrators faced
with multiple demands on forests. The report attempted to explain the phenomenon
of swidden, understand colonial measures that had been taken against it, and discuss
how it might be dealt with in the context of the new DRV. The author was sceptical of
efforts undertaken by the French, particularly land-use zoning that had attempted to
‘reserve’ forests, and swidden regulations that did not recognise the fundamental
needs of food production, considering these emblematic of the general oppression
of colonialism. At the same time the author believed that swidden was evolutionarily
‘backwards’, and his solution was to treat swidden as an economic problem to be
solved through the application of socialism and science.

34 Hội đồng Dân tộc-Quốc hội, Chính sách và pháp luật cuả Ðan̉g, nhà nu ̛ớc vê ̀ dân tộc [National
Assembly-National Council, Policies and laws of the Party and State regarding minorities] (Hanoi:
NXB Văn hóa dân tộc, 2000).
35 Bộ Nông Lâm files, folder 5628, Báo cáo công tác lâm nghiêp trong 1955 cuả Ty Nông Lâm [Ministry
of Agriculture and Forests, Report of forestry work in 1955 of the Agro-forestry division], NAV 3, Hanoi.
36 Bộ Nông Lâm, Baỏ vê ̣ rừng trong san̉ xuất nu ̛ơng rẫy [Ministry of Agriculture and Forests, Protecting
forests in swidden production] (Hanoi: Bộ Nông Lâm, 1957).
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If the majority of the mountain minorities farm swiddens … then swidden each year is
A*D (area times people). If people farm swidden one year then abandon it and go to a
different area, then the scope of swidden is very wide and eats up endless land … [What
we can do to affect D] is the number of people who use swidden will be reduced by for-
estry, industrialisation, and other occupations which are developing …Then A, the area
of swidden of each person, will get smaller when the productivity of each area has
reached its maximum through advanced technology and most especially when econom-
ics has diversified … At that point, AD will have decreased gradually in the direction of
the economies of the lowlands, and AD will come to reach zero.37

The specific measures that the report recommended were to ‘raise consciousness’
around the benefits of keeping forests intact and the ‘harm of swidden to forests, a
common asset, in [regulating the] system of climate, irrigation, etc.’. The author
also recommended paying attention to the ‘many localities with different economies,
cultures, societies and the level of patriotism and support for the Viêṭ Minh in each
area being different’, and thus there was a need to use ‘form and content that is appro-
priate with each locality, in each period, to gradually raise the consciousness of people
from low to high, fixing a path for the work of leading and decreeing and eventually
solving’. This would lead people to take the duty upon themselves to gradually reduce
use of swidden to a minimum.

Yet while the author purportedly wanted to understand why swidden was
used, and to collect ecological and cultural information so that any interventions
would be appropriate for local areas, it is not clear that such information ever
made it to Ministry decision-makers; the policies that eventually developed in the
1960s were not specific to regions or ethnicities. Further, the policies that were
applied used a new tool of ‘sedentarisation’, or resettlement of individuals and com-
munities, which had not been a focus before. For example, the Central Party
Committee first officially broached ideas about using both sedentarisation (điṇh
cu ̛) and ‘fixed cultivation’ (điṇh canh) as a tool in Resolution 71/TW, dated 23
March 1963.38 Sedentarisation was defined and used in different ways in localities,
and could be as simple as building state-sponsored housing for a community where
they already lived (‘settling them’), or as complex as forcing the movement of tens
to hundreds of families to a location far away, where they may or may not have
been provided with cleared fields and village amenities, depending on support
levels. Thus, this move from a focus on altering production practices to restructur-
ing living spaces as well marked a new turn in anti-swidden policy, and reflected the
same misunderstanding that French officials had about swiddeners being nomadic
that were often not based on reality or assessed using systematic means. Why state
policy suddenly conflated swiddening with ‘nomadic’ movement, when research
and writing in the 1950s clearly showed that swidden was an agricultural practice
used by already-settled villages, is not clear, but is likely related to increasingly

37 Bộ Nông Lâm files, folder 5523: Tài liêụ vê ̀ vấn đê ̀ rẫy của Nhà Thủy Lâm [Documents regarding the
problem of swidden of the Division of Water and Forests], NAV 3, Hanoi; likely prior to 1959.
38 Hội đô ̀ng Dân tộc Quốc hội, Chính sách và pháp luật cuả Ðan̉g, nhà nu ̛ớc vê ̀ dân tộc [Policies and
laws of the Party and State regarding minorities] (Hanoi: NXB Văn hóa dân tộc, 2000).
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interventionist approaches to race, culture and society taking place across the DRV
at this time.39

Such approaches linking production and living standards also accorded with what
was happening at approximately the same time in the Republic of Vietnam (RVN, or
South Vietnam), where several programmes aimed at reducing swidden in the
Central Highlands were developed in the First Republic period under President Ngô
Đình Diêṃ. These included model gardens and agricultural camps, restrictions on
burning to old forests only, fines for those who failed to follow guidance, and eventually,
voluntary resettlement.40 Despite the professed differences between North and South
Vietnam, and between capitalism and socialism, a shared theme across both was the
need for modernisation of swidden, and in the South, officials in Diêṃ’s government
believed that such improvement would help win hearts and minds for the regime.41

In the North, swidden was also increasingly seen as an ineffective method for
large-scale socialist agricultural production, and the first five-year plan (1960–65) had
outlined how cooperatives and state farms for industrial crops would be used through-
out the uplands and among ethnic minority peoples to ‘gradually transform their econ-
omy from an autarchic one into an all-sided economy producing many kinds of goods’,
effectively eliminating swidden by development of alternatives and provisioning of
incentives, as an anonymous author of the 1950s had once suggested.42 Different indus-
trial crops were planned out for specific areas: tea in Phú Thọ, Hà Giang, Yên Bái, and
Sơn La provinces; hemp in ‘Meo areas’ (where Hmông people lived); star anise (hôì) in
Laṇg Sơn and cotton in Sơn La; tobacco, silk, and beans in Cao Băǹg and Laṇg Sơn; and
bamboo shoots and stick lac (cánh kiến) in the Northwest (Tây Bắc) autonomous
zone.43 These state farms would supply produce to the state, raise money for the treas-
ury, and serve as bases for building socialist citizens in a win-win-win. This approach of
establishing cooperatives and state farms and urging voluntary resettlement to them
(rather than forced sedentarisation, which would be understandably less popular)
was quickly proclaimed a success. For example, in upland Yên Bái in 1963, 97 per
cent of the population of 20,000 people were said to have joined a cooperative, with
the area of swidden fields supposedly reduced by 75 per cent.44 In reality, later analysis
indicated that participation on state farms by ethnic minorities who had been targeted
for sedentarisation was often extremely low; for example, Hoang Liên Sơn province only
succeeded in settling 1 per cent of the target population on these farms.45

39 Patricia Pelley, ‘“Barbarians” and “younger brothers”: The remaking of race in postcolonial
Vietnam’, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 29, 2 (1998): 374–91.
40 See Stan Tan, ‘“Swiddens, resettlements, sedentarizations, and villages”: State formation among the
Central Highlanders of Vietnam under the First Republic, 1955–1961’, Journal of Vietnamese Studies 1,
1–2 (2006): 210–52.
41 Ibid., p. 221.
42 Vietnam Workers Party, Offensive against poverty and backwardness (Hanoi: Foreign Languages
Publishing House, 1963).
43 Lê Trung Đình, ‘Phát triển mạnh mẽ sản xuất nông nghiêp̣ ỏ ̛ miêǹ núi’ [Strongly develop agricul-
tural production in the mountains], Học Tập, 1 (1967): 58.
44 Trâǹ Lộc, ‘Yên Bái, tın̉h miêǹ núi làm tốt công tác quân sự điạ phưo ̛ng’ [Yên Bái, a mountainous
province doing well at local militia work], Học Tập, 5 (1971): 43–9.
45 Nguyễn Anh Ngọc, ‘Những vấn đê ̀ lý luận và thụ ̛c tiễn của công tác điṇh canh điṇh cu ̛’ [Theoretical
and practical issues in sedentarisation work], Tập Chí Dân Tộc Học 2, 3 (1989): 20–36.
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By 1968, the first formal anti-swidden programme of the DRV was adopted
through a Resolution of the Government Council no. 38-CP establishing the Fixed
Cultivation and Sedentarisation Programme (Điṇh Canh Điṇh Cu ̛, henceforth
DCDC) under the Ministry of Forestry. Rather than the conciliatory tone of the pre-
vious decade, or the incentives of the state farms, the new DCDC approach was
marked by prejudice and pejorative terms used to describe swidden, with purported
‘stagnant (trì trê)̣’ and ‘backwards (lạc hậu)’ practices guaranteeing a ‘difficult (đau
khô)̉’ life, and that policies should have an ultimate goal to ‘stabilise (ôn̉ điṇh)’ com-
munities, such as creating wet rice fields that would anchor populations to one
place.46 DCDC was also clearly aimed at replacing ‘scattered (raỉ rác)’ agricultural sys-
tems with those that were more legible and concentrated.47 Yet such perspectives
failed to see swidden as a culturally shaped and environmentally adaptive production
method for sloping lands that satisfied preferences for certain foods, and which would
be harder to change than simply substituting another form of agriculture or a new
location.

Given financial limitations, the DCDC programme primarily deployed what was
labelled as ‘mobilisation’ (vân động) to encourage targets to voluntarily relocate to
new sites, particularly where households were in conflict with newly formed state
farms or logging enterprises (known as State Forest Enterprises, SFEs), and such
resettlement schemes had clear economic motivations as well as cultural ones. The
state farms and SFEs themselves carried out the DCDC mandate by building infra-
structure for resettled communities.48 Successful resettlement relied on persuasion,
family ties, appeals to patriotism, and propaganda about the dangers and unproduct-
ive nature of swidden. Despite financial constraints, 1.9 million people were targeted
in the first years for such relocation, and reports and newspaper articles quickly
praised the initiatives as positive political and social successes.49

Yet interviews with villages that had been moved in the early years of DCDC con-
firmed that there was often little investment in the new sites, despite promises of wet
rice fields and model modern houses, with tangible benefits often limited to basic
tools or a small amount of cleared land. This resulted in many targeted communities
simply returning back to their former areas where they could, or shifting into new
lands if old fields were already incorporated into SFEs or state farms. Throughout
the late 1960s to early 1970s, interviewees related mostly minimal changes in how
swidden was actually practised, with some increasing incorporation of wet rice and
cash crops, particularly near state farms where seeds could be obtained, and changes
in tools towards more intensive cultivation (for example, moving from the use of fire
and dibble sticks to animal draft power to clear and plant some fields), but little

46 Ibid., p. 23.
47 Ministry of Forestry, ‘Báo cáo phưo ̛ng an đôỉ mó ̛i công tác điṇh canh điṇh cu ̛’ [Report on renewal of
sedenarisation work] (Hanoi: Ministry of Forestry, 1990).
48 Tổng Cụ ̛c Lâm Nghiêp̣ files, folder 10 LN/QLR: Chı ̉ thi ̣ vê ̀ nghiêm vụ quản lý bảo vê ̣ rù ̛ng năm 1965
[Directive on strictly protecting forests in the year 1965], NAV 3, Hanoi.
49 Ministry of Forestry, ‘Báo cáo phưo ̛ng án đôỉ mó ̛i công tác điṇh canh điṇh cu ̛’ [Report on renewal of
sedenarisation work] (Hanoi: Ministry of Forestry, 1990). For example, in one article, a Zao (Dao) com-
munity was reported to have ‘gratefully’ relocated as ‘famine was rampant’ and they were threatened with
‘racial extermination’, while under DCDC, ‘bumper’ crops were soon produced. An Thu, ‘The Zao are
coming down to the lowlands’, Vietnamese Studies 15 (1968): 175–87.
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change to the overall extent of swidden fields or the many deeply-held cultural beliefs
that remained grounded in such practices. Overall, the general wartime chaos in both
the North and South (with displacement due to direct military conflicts, aerial bomb-
ing, or the desire to live nearer urban centres) usually had a stronger impact on
choices of where to live and how and what to produce than anti-swidden policies,
which were difficult to enforce in most areas outside close state control.50

State socialism and swiddens in reunified Vietnam
After the reunification of North and South Vietnam into the Socialist Republic of

Vietnam (SRV) in 1976, the primary justifications for eliminating swidden continued to
be environmental factors and concerns about development. Cooperativisation, state
farms and SFEs, and the DCDC programme were all expanded to the South in ways that
mirrored their implementation in the North, with few adjustments for what might be dif-
ferent realities. Additionally, DCDCwas explicitly linked to cultural and security justifica-
tions, including a need for surveillance and control of potentially unwilling new citizens,
particularly given continuing threats from FULRO (Front Unifié de Lutte des Races
Opprimées, theUnited Front for the Struggle of the Oppressed Races), an ethnicminority
guerrilla force that operated in the Central Highlands during and after the war.51 For
example, in Đăk Lăk, a province in the former South, from 1970 to 1979 Adróng village
in Krong Buk district moved three times to avoid armed conflicts, settling in 1979 near
the new Ea Súp State Forest Enterprise, which claimed and controlled more than
300,000haof forest. Inprincipleall landbelonged to theSFE, andpeople inAdróngworked
to harvest logs for the company, while (illegally) opening up their own swidden fields far-
ther away. It wasn’t until 1983 that DCDC investment was made in the village, which
resulted in the clearing and presentation of 2.5 sào (1,250m2) of agricultural land per
household on the condition that longhouses were abandoned.52 This was a common
story, as the communal living of some ethnic groups in the former South was seen as pol-
itically suspect (officials worried that ties to clans would supersede ties to the new socialist
state) and in addition to housing changes, policies were also adopted to abolish traditional
customs associated with swidden, including buffalo sacrifices and harvest feasts—cultural
practices stigmatised as ‘backward’ and ‘wasteful’.53

The cooperative and planned economy models were not only extended to minor-
ity communities in the South, but across the region, including fitful and ultimately
unsuccessful cooperatives in the rice-growing areas of the Mekong Delta.54 The

50 Interviews, Hà Giang, Nghê ̣ An, Quảng Tri;̣ Gerald Hickey, Free in the forest: Ethnohistory of the
Vietnamese Central Highlands, 1954–1976 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982).
51 A Ministry of Agriculture report stated that DCDC was ‘a revolutionary mobilisation, with compre-
hensive content across many faces: economic, political, cultural, social and national security’. Bo Nong
Nghiêp̣ files, folder 206: Chı ̉ thi ̣ vê ̀ công tác vận động Điṇh canh điṇh cu ̛ ở các co ̛ sơ quốc doanh
Lâm nghiêp̣ [Directive on the mobilisation of sedenarisation in State Forest Enterprises], 29 May
1980, NAV 3, Hanoi, p. 1.
52 Interviews, Đăk Lăk, 2006.
53 Nông Quốc Chấn, ‘Thirty years of cultural work among the ethnic minorities’, Vietnamese Studies 52
(1978): 57–63.
54 Ngo Vinh Long, ‘Some aspects of cooperativization in the Mekong Delta’, in Postwar Vietnam:
Dilemmas in socialist development, ed. David Marr and Christine P. White (Ithaca: SEAP Publications,
Cornell University, 1988), pp. 163–76.
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failures of socialist agriculture to rapidly transform the South were seen across both
lowlands and highlands, where authorities complained of their inability to eliminate
swidden or cultural beliefs associated with it. For example, by 1983, 93 per cent of
families in Đăk Lăk were said to be working in cooperatives, but Party Secretary
Trường Chinh complained that these were ‘in name only’, as the members ‘still rotate
fields and burn the forest to make swiddens with backward tools and technology like
in the past. In many places, collectivisation has occurred in only a small area to meet
the duty toward the government, and the majority of the area is swidden fields.’ He
estimated that swidden fields occupied three-fifths of the cultivated area of Đăk Lăk,
accounting for two-fifths of total production, yet he considered this to be entirely
wasteful, as ‘anyone can see that burning 1 hectare of forest will lose several hundred
square metres of timber and many other forest products, all in order to get 1 ton of
rice: that is crazy (điên rô)̀!’55

As Tru ̛ờng Chinh’s concerns alluded to, the primary form of local resistance to
anti-swidden policies was simply to continue the practice, albeit as far from the state’s
eyes as possible, which could be accomplished through making smaller fields tucked
into other forests and being careful with the use of fire. Interlocutors in the former
North suggested that such practices of ‘virtual’ or hidden resistance were common
throughout the 1960s to 1990s, and communities in the South took up similar sub-
terfuge after 1975. Villages continued to create and classify fields according to cultural
custom and ecological conditions, planting assorted crops and allowing natural vege-
tation to grow back through fallow in complex ways (see fig. 2). Examples of persisting
customs include practices of the Hmong of Yên Bái, where swidden fields were
grouped into two types, ‘te sang’, or gently sloping lands, and ‘te tia’, the sides of
high rocky mountains. For the Bahnar, their swidden fields (mir) were always placed
on the side of a mountain with a low slope while dry fields (ro) and gardens (or) were
cultivated intensively and not fallowed.56 Preservation of cultural rituals around swid-
den could be seen as another form of resistance, as many different ethnic groups
shared beliefs in a panoply of spirits associated with production, from spirits of the
rice to nearby trees or mountains. For example, among the Vân Kiêù, spirits
(yang) that inhabited rice as well as surrounding forests required careful ceremonies,
as well as a taboo on cutting or threshing hill rice mechanically, requiring that each
grain in a swidden field be harvested by hand. For the Êdê, spirits related to nature
needed the most propitiation for good harvests on the first day of opening swiddens,
including the god of land (Lăn La), god of mountains (Chu ̛), god of water (Ea) and
god of rain (Ea Chan).57 These rituals persisted throughout the postwar years for
many groups, despite numerous attempts to outlaw or regulate them, and pejorative
classifications of such beliefs as superstitions (mê tín).

Evaluations of DCDC’s first 20 years revealed significant failures, reflecting the
stagnating economic conditions typical of Vietnam nationwide in the 1980s, where
all types of collective agriculture failed due to local resistance, not just those affecting

55 Trưò ̛ng Chinh, ‘Đưa nhân dân các dân tộc ỏ ̛ Đăk Lăk tiến thẳng lên chủ nghĩa xã hội’ [Bringing all
the people of all ethnic groups in Dak Lak straight to socialism], Tạp chí Cộng san̉ 8 (1983): 11.
56 Interviews, Gia Lai and Yên Bái, 2005.
57 Interviews, Quảng Tri ̣ and Đăk Lăk, 2005–06.

166 PAMELA McE LWE E

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463422000194 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463422000194


swiddening minorities.58 People often simply abandoned cooperatives they had
joined, and a report from the Northwest reported drops of 50 per cent or more of
Hmông workers at state farms producing tea and medicinal plants. Analysis of the
1968–86 period revealed that 41 per cent of targeted Hmông people had received
some sort of DCDC intervention at the village level, only 1 per cent had moved to
state farms, and 57 per cent never had any contact with DCDC.59 The DCDC itself
had been erratically funded throughout the postwar period, with promises of central
funds not materialising, or jumps in funding one year to be followed by big reductions
the next, leaving many projects unsustainable. Several different official reports
mentioned the key figure that 30 per cent of targets were never affected or reached,
indicating that it was seen as a good rule of thumb for localities to be acceptable to
report, and the real figure for failures was likely much higher.60

Figure 2. Swidden field of a Katu household in Qua ̉ng Nam province, 2005.
Sugarcane, cassava and taro are visible in the front, with bananas, palms, and
other tree crops in the back, along with pepper and other lianas, as well as second-
ary forest growth on a fallowing hillside behind. Photograph by author.

58 Benedict Kerkvliet, The power of everyday politics: How Vietnamese peasants transformed national
policy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2005).
59 Ngọc, ‘Những vấn đê ̀ lý luâ ̣n’, p. 29.
60 Office of Sedentarisation and New Economic Zones, Di dân, Kinh tế mó ̛i, Điṇh canh điṇh cu ̛: Lic̣h su ̛̉
và truyêǹ thống [Migration, new economic zones, and sedentarisation: History and traditions] (Hanoi:
Agriculture Publishing House, 2001).
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D̵ô ̉i mó ̛i and the new economics of swidden
The opening of the Vietnamese economy in 1986 to market forces (đôỉ mới)

instituted many changes, as cooperatives dissolved and individual households became
the primary driver of agricultural production once again. These changes were reflected
in the DCDC programme as well, which although it continued to operate with the
overall goal of eliminating swidden, instituted some new tools and techniques, includ-
ing land-use zoning and allocation, agricultural extension, and subsidies for seeds and
inputs. Targets for change became much more specific: one report identified 159,000
households and named problematic ethnic groups, like the Hmông, Sila and Chu
Ru.61 Additional targets included 4,000 households living in areas prone to disasters
and 20,000 households in protected forests and watersheds.62

The administration of the programme was moved from the Ministry of Forestry
to the Committee for Mountainous and Ethnic Minority Areas (CEMMA) in 1992,
where it operated through district offices (Chi Cục DCDC), in turn placed under peo-
ple’s committees (local Party administrative bodies), under CEMMA’s provincial
offices, or other organisations like the Forest Ranger Service, leading to a lack of
coordination and poor statistics on overall activities throughout this period. Total cen-
tral government funding ranged from US$8.5–$10 million per year, with localities also
contributing, totalling at least US$100 million throughout the 1990s.63 Even though it
had moved from the Ministry of Forestry, tree planting was a major component of
DCDC, as it was combined with a programme known as 327 which emphasised affor-
estation and forest protection. The World Food Programme contributed nearly a
quarter of the 327 programme budget (totalling around US$40 million a year), mak-
ing it the first time that international donors had played a role in financing Vietnam’s
anti-swidden projects.

In line with the overall thrust of the đôỉ mó ̛i period, DCDC investment shifted
from clearing resettlement sites and ‘mobilising’ families to relocate to investing in
individual household agricultural production.64 The collective work that swidden
often required—such as labour reciprocity for clearing lands—was seen as a ‘poor
motivation for creative production’, according to one local official.65 Investments in
improved agriculture varied across localities and depended on local officials’ assess-
ments of needs, but often included infrastructure for irrigated and terraced rice fields;
agricultural extension for suitable ‘highland models’ and soil erosion prevention; or
the provision of credit and improved seeds, with a heavy emphasis on the role of mod-
ern science and technology. The average amount spent per household under DCDC
in the 1990s was around VND4 million (US$260) per target, with some local reports

61 Ministry of Forestry, Báo cáo phương an đôỉ mới công tác điṇh canh điṇh cu ̛ [Report on renewal of
sedenarisation work] (Hanoi: MOF, 1990).
62 Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, Taỉ liêụ Hội nghi ̣ tôn̉g kết công tác điṇh can̉h điṇh
cu ̛ giai đoạn 1990–2002 [Documents of the conference summarising sedentarisation work 1990–2002]
(Hanoi: MARD, 2004).
63 Vietnam News Agency, ‘Nomadic lifestyle to be phased out by 2005’, Viet Nam News, 5 May 2001,
p. 4.
64 Oscar Salemink, ‘The King of Fire and Vietnamese ethnic policy in the Central Highlands’, in
Development or domestication? Indigenous peoples of Southeast Asia, ed. Don McCaskill and Ken
Kampe (Bangkok: Silkworm, 1997), pp. 488–535.
65 Ngọc, ‘Những vấn đê ̀ lý luâ ̣n’, p. 23.
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noting that more than half the funding was spent on ‘administrative costs’.66 Targeted
communities had to donate in-kind contributions of labour as well, such as to build
irrigation canals.

The programme largely operated on ‘project-based’ approaches (dự án), with
overall guidelines suggesting the design of interventions that were ‘appropriate to
local conditions’.67 One example of a typical project was designed by a commune
in Bảo Lộc district, which made an application to the province of Lâm Đồng for
DCDC funding to invest in 17 predominantly ethnic Châu Ma ̣ (or ‘Mạ’) villages
with nearly 3,000 residents. The project proposal called for planting trees along the
Đồng Nai river, investment in cash crops and livestock, building roads, and ‘replan-
ning’ (‘quy hoạch lại’, a new term used instead of sedentarisation) villages out of
forested areas over a six year period, and the commune requested VND18 billion
(around US$1.67 million) in the proposal. Yet despite the more bottom-up design,
the proposal did not have a clear sense of relationship between investment requests
and changes in specific swidden practices, and read more like an attempt to get gen-
eral development money from higher levels.68

Other provinces in the 1990s also took the opportunity to redo land use planning
and zoning as cooperatives dissolved and former state lands were allocated or claimed
by individual households. As a result, who used what swidden fields could no longer
be a community decision led by a customary leader (gìa làng) or other important
elder. Rather, master land-use plans were prepared by teams from the provincial agri-
culture and forestry departments, describing present land use, settlements and popu-
lations, with suggested alternative land uses, and, where investment was possible, the
proposed allocation of specific DCDC funds. The idea was that ‘comprehensive’ land
planning would allow for new solutions to the old swidden problem.69 For example,
the land-use map in fig. 3 presents an idealised plan for a commune in Quảng Tri ̣
province in which every land-use type would be carefully delineated and plotted,
with a mix of wet rice production as well as upland cash crops, which depending
on location could include coffee, rubber, tea, or acacia. However, such detailed
maps more often reflected wishes rather than reality, and financial constraints
often limited more ambitious investments beyond these visions.

Yet major changes in swidden practices and extent occurred throughout this per-
iod as these land-use boundaries began to harden. Zoning agriculture and forestry as
separate in these maps served to accelerate the conversion of swidden fields to per-
manent monocrop cultivation in many areas, such as coffee in the Central
Highlands.70 Other changes including moving from long-fallow to short-fallow for

66 MARD, Taỉ liêụ; Ngọc, ‘Nhũ ̛ng vấn đê ̀ lý luâ ̣n’, p. 30.
67 Ministry of Forestry, Báo cáo phu ̛ơng án, p. 1.
68 Province of Lâm Đô ̀ng, ‘Dụ ̛ án điṇh canh điṇh cư phát triên̉ kinh tế xã hội xã Lộc Bắc, huyêṇ Baỏ
Lộc, tın̉h Lâm Đôǹg [Project for sedentarisation to develop socioeconomy in Loc Bac commune, Bao Loc
district, Lam Dong province], Nov. 1995.
69 Ngọc, ‘Những vấn đê ̀ lý luâ ̣n’, p. 27.
70 Jennifer Sowerwine, ‘Territorialisation and the politics of highland landscapes in Vietnam:
Negotiating property relations in policy, meaning and practice’, Conservation and Society 2, 1 (2004):
97–136; Bernard Henin, ‘Agrarian change in Vietnam’s northern upland region’, Journal of
Contemporary Asia 32, 1 (2002): 3–38.
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Figure 3. Land-use planning in the 1990s under DCDC for Hu ̛o ̛ng Hoá district,
Qua ̉ng Tri ̣ province
Note: Dark areas are zoned for forestry, while lighter areas are for agriculture, including
wet rice and cash crops. Source: Summary of the Fixed Cultivation and
Sedentarisation Pilot Project for Hu ̛o ̛ng Hoá district, Qua ̉ng Tri ̣ province, 1991–2000
(D ̵ồng Ho ̛̉i: Qua ̉ng Tri ̣ People’s Committee, 1990).
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many communities as land-use options became more restricted.71 By 1995, DCDC
had also been integrated with the New Economic Zones (NEZ) programme in the
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD), which moved lowland
Vietnamese (known as Kinh) from overcrowded deltas to highland areas, with settlers
often claiming fallowing swidden lands as they may have appeared unused to those
who did not know better, and land-use conflicts were common in the 1990s and
beyond.72 Some Kinh migrants, who had been encouraged to move to the uplands
by these programmes as ‘role models’ for minorities to take up wet rice agriculture,
actually instead adopted swidden practices themselves, finding it a useful production
model for steep slopes and relatively infertile soils.73

Most justifications for the elimination of swidden were explicitly ecological at
this period, as rapid deforestation rates, spurred by poor state forest management
under socialism and the demands for timber in the đôỉ mó ̛i market economy, were
instead blamed on shifting cultivation.74 For example, a report from Hoang Liên
So ̛n province (combining present-day Lào Cai and Yên Bái provinces) noted dra-
matic declines in forest cover from 38 per cent to 8 per cent in one district as a result
of swiddening, yet never mentioned the presence of SFEs as another potential driver
of forest loss.75 Many lands were gazetted for conservation and expansion of the pro-
tected areas system throughout the 1990s as well, often requiring the resettlement of
households as agricultural fields were incorporated into nature reserves, with some
families compensated, while others were not.76 In one village in Đăk Lăk, authorities
had instituted aggressive forest protection measures that denied Mnông farmers
access to their swidden fields, and a village elder described these actions as ‘cruel
(ác liêṭ)’, bemoaning that it would lead to rapid impoverishment of households.77

Reports often noted food security declines in areas where swidden was administra-
tively restricted.78

Once again, some local officials were able to adaptively address conflicts through
local flexibility and sympathy. In some districts, even within state-designated ‘forest
land’, up to 20 per cent could be used for agricultural production, and where land
allocation followed previous de facto rules influenced by community wishes,

71 Bùi Tân Yến et al., ‘Constraints on agricultural production in the northern uplands of Vietnam’,
Mountain Research and Development 33, 4 (2013): 404–15.
72 For example, interviewees told me that ‘It is the Hmông habit to leave the land alone if it is resting
for someone else,’ and that ‘Everyone in [an Êdê] village knows whose land is whose. You plant jackfruit
or mango to indicate fallowing land is still owned by the household,’ but that strangers from other ethnic
groups might not know these conventions.
73 Pamela McElwee, ‘“Blood relatives” or unfriendly neighbors? Vietnamese–ethnic minority interac-
tions in the Annamite Mountains’, Journal of Vietnamese Studies 3, 3 (2008): 81–116.
74 Pamela McElwee, Forests are gold: Trees, people and environmental rule in Vietnam (Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 2016), pp. 97–108.
75 Ngọc, ‘Những vấn đê ̀ lý luâ ̣n’, p. 26.
76 Interviews in 2004 in Song Thanh Nature Reserve in Quảng Nam and Phong Điêǹ Nature Reserve in
Thù ̛a Thiên Huế confirmed that both parks’ borders included land claimed for swidden production by
local communities.
77 Interview, Jie Yuk village, Đăk Lăk province, 2006.
78 Jens Jakobsen, Kjeld Rasmussen, Stephen Leisz, Rikke Folving and Nguyen Vinh Quang, ‘The effects
of land tenure policy on rural livelihoods and food sufficiency in the upland village of Que, north central
Vietnam’, Agricultural Systems 94, 2 (2007): 309–19.
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outcomes tended to avoid disputes.79 Yet overall, by the end of the 1990s, there was
little sense of progress or achievement in eliminating swidden. According to one
assessment, there had been 527 total DCDC projects in the 1990s, which had resettled
36,890 households, while a different assessment noted that from 1990 to 2002, only
11,265 households were settled, giving some indication of how inaccurate statistics
about this programme often were.80 Nearly 75 per cent of respondents to a survey
of DCDC investment areas reported that there had been no positive impact on
their well-being, with major problems identified including poor quality of built infra-
structure, poor soil quality for agriculture, and lack of consultation in programme
design.81 Yet disappointing outcomes continued to be blamed by Ministry of
Agriculture officials on the fact that ‘a few localities and branches have not yet under-
stood the problem, so they have not paid sufficient attention to results and outcomes
are low’.82

Internationalising anti-swidden policies
Poverty challenges in the new millennium
At the turn of the twenty-first century, policies toward swidden were re-labelled

yet again and re-emerged as programmes for poverty reduction, as part of Vietnam’s
ambitious aims to meet the Millennium Development Goals. These approaches were
also more internationalised, as they received substantial amounts of donor funding,
extending the trend that began with the 327 programme. A national Hunger
Elimination and Poverty Reduction (HEPR) strategy was approved by the prime min-
ister in the late 1990s, and multiple ministries were charged with carrying out a series
of investment programmes. While much of the funding was new, many of the pro-
grammes included were not; this included DCDC, which was merged in 2000 into
a ‘Programme for Socio-Economic Development for Especially Difficult and
Remote Communes’, more popularly known as Programme 135 (P135). P135 targeted
more than 1,000 communes considered poor or ‘especially difficult’ and provided
investment in roads, markets, health centres and schools, as well as continuing the
previous eras’ focus on land allocation, agricultural extension, and sedentarisation.
DCDC received US$2.2 million in funding between 2002 and 2004, making it the
second smallest component of P135, dwarfed by the budget for commune infrastruc-
ture, which was 100 times larger.83 For example, Nghê ̣ An, a large province, only

79 Thomas Sikor and Đào Minh Tru ̛ờng, Sticky rice, collective fields: Community-based development
among the Black Thai (Hanoi: Agricultural Publishing House, 2000); Jefferson Fox, ‘Forest interrupted:
Tat hamlet and the political ecology of swidden agriculture’, in Farming with fire and water: The human
ecology of a composite swiddening community in Vietnam’s northern mountains (Kyoto: Kyoto Area
Studies on Asia, 2001), pp. 347–8.
80 Do Văn Hoá, Lic̣h su ̛̉ công tác điṇh canh điṇh cu ̛ [History of sedentarisation work] (Ha Noi: Bộ
Nông nghiêp̣ và Phát triển Nông thôn, 2005).
81 Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs, Taking stock, planning ahead: Evaluation of the National Target
Programme on Hunger Eradication and Poverty Reduction and Programme 135 (Hanoi: UNDP Vietnam,
2004).
82 Ministry of Forestry, Báo cáo phương án, p. 4.
83 However, not all P135 target communes had activities aimed at swidden; only about half (733 com-
munes) included DCDC work, per Decision no. 135/2000/QD-TTg, 29 Nov. 2000 of the Prime Minister.
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received around VND5.5 billion (around US$330,000) per year for DCDC as budgets
tightened.84

The new poverty-focus of DCDC shifted the programme toward more commu-
nity development investment once again. But there was little clear sense of the rela-
tionship between swidden cultivation and poverty in programme documents, other
than assumptions that people were poor because of swidden, rather than questioning
whether people who were poor might be so because they were marginalised in general
and had little access to land.85 Localities receiving DCDC funds under P135 spent
them on typical ‘development’ activities, including construction of roads, clearing
of land for production, water and electricity systems, village cultural houses, schools
and marketplaces, alongside a renewed interest in resettlement for remote popula-
tions, with officials describing their approach as one of ‘re-planning populations
(quy hoạch bố trí lại dân cu ̛)’ to move people closer to commune and village centres
with incentives of money and infrastructure access.86 This description deliberately
avoided the concept of ‘resettlement’ (tái điṇh cu ̛) because international donors
were a major source of the programme’s funding, and many European funders had
strict internal rules and safeguards for funding resettlement projects, although
regional experiences show these rules were often violated.87 Vietnamese officials
tried to semantically avoid these problems by refusing to consider or call sedentarisa-
tion a form of resettlement, and thus safeguards such as household compensation at
market levels for land lost, or compulsory informed consent and community partici-
pation in decision-making, did not apply, these officials successfully argued to donors.

P135 investments induced changes to swidden practices outside DCDC-targeted
communities as well, through expanded availability of hybrid and improved varieties
of seeds leading to intensification of upland plots for cash cropping, including favour-
able loans and priorities for state-owned or invested companies that contracted with
smallholders.88 Assistance programmes providing free or discounted high-yielding
varieties (HYVs) led to steep declines in the use of local seeds; for example, in a survey
across six upland communities, by 2005 households predominantly planted HYVs
over local unimproved varieties, with 100 per cent of households reporting that sub-
sidised prices were a key reason for this.89

84 Phan Sỹ Trà, Báo cáo chuyên đê:̀ Giaỉ pháp caỉ thiêṇ tạp quán canh tác nông lâm nghiêp̣ nhăm̀ nâng
cao đò ̛i sống cuả đôǹg bào dân tộc thiêủ số gắn vó ̛i vấn đê ̀ phát triên̉ KT-XH miêǹ núi Nghê ̣ An [Thematic
report: Solutions to improve agroforestry farming practices aimed at improving the livelihoods of ethnic
minorities closely with socioeconomic development in mountainous Nghe An province] (Vinh: UBND
Nghê ̣ An, 2004), p. 6.
85 Ngọc, ‘Những vấn đê ̀ lý luâ ̣n’, p. 24.
86 Interviews, Yên Bái, 2005.
87 For a comparable situation in Lao PDR, see Ian Baird and Bruce Shoemaker, ‘Unsettling experiences:
Internal resettlement and international aid agencies in Laos’, Development and Change 38, 5 (2007):
865–88.
88 Nghiem Phuong Tuyen, Yasuyuki Kono and Stephen Leisz, ‘Crop boom as a trigger of smallholder
livelihood and land use transformations: The case of coffee production in the northern mountain region
of Vietnam’, Land 9, 2 (2020): 56; Nga Dao, ‘Rubber plantations in the Northwest: Rethinking the con-
cept of land grabs in Vietnam’, Journal of Peasant Studies 42, 2 (2015): 347–69.
89 Lê Hải Đu ̛ờng et al., Improving agricultural livelihoods for poverty reduction for ethnic minority farm-
ers in Vietnam (Hanoi: Institute for Ethnic Minority Affairs; World Bank, 2005). See also Victoria
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Declining swidden extent in many provinces could be seen in remotely
sensed images by the early 2000s.90 Across six provinces where households were
surveyed in 2005 (table 1), 40 per cent of households reported a decline in their
swidden area, and the primary reason given was anti-swidden policies; one prov-
ince (Thanh Hoá) had re-zoned upland areas for plantations of acacia
and permanent crops like cassava and sugarcane, while in neighbouring Nghê ̣
An province, most households had lost their swidden lands to a protected forest
reserve.

As in other phases of the anti-swidden interventions, local officials served as key
points of friction in implementation, which in the P135 era occurred primarily
because of confusion: many branches of different ministries were involved, and
there were no clear guidelines as to how areas should use the DCDC components.
The lack of participation of lowest-level commune and village authorities, as well as
of local people, often led to infrastructure, such as extensive irrigation channels
and new marketplaces, being built poorly or in areas that were inappropriate, while
households often had to contribute labour days to the projects that had already
been decided at higher levels.91 An internal report by one province revealed that of
the 99 communes with DCDC investment from 1993 to 2005, the majority had
met less than 50 per cent of overall targets as local officials diverted funds for
other purposes, channelled kickbacks to shoddy contractors, or experienced other
problems.92 Still other localities used DCDC money as direct subsidies for poor

Table 1. Reasons for reduction in area of swidden in 2005 across six provinces

Reasons for reduction in swidden
fields (N varies per province
depending on which households
reported declines)

Province

Cao
Băǹg

Bắc
Kaṇ

Thanh
Hoá

Nghê ̣
An

Gia
Lai

Kon
Tum

Policies against swidden 0% 73% 33% 100% 12% 20%
Quality of swidden fields poor 100% 7% 33% 0% 12% 60%
Getting higher production from other
fields

0% 7% 33% 0% 38% 20%

Not enough labour 0% 7% 0% 0% 26% 0%
Swidden fields too far away 0% 7% 0% 0% 12% 0%

Source: Household survey by author, 2005.

Kyeyune and Sarah Turner, ‘Yielding to high yields? Critiquing food security definitions and policy
implications for ethnic minority livelihoods in upland Vietnam’, Geoforum 71 (2016): 33–43.
90 Roland Cochard, Dũng Tri ̣ Ngô, Patrick Waeber and Christian Kull, ‘Extent and causes of forest
cover changes in Vietnam’s provinces 1993–2013: A review and analysis of official
data’, Environmental Reviews 25 (2017): 199–217; Li Peng et al., ‘A review of swidden agriculture in
Southeast Asia’, Remote Sensing 6, 2 (2014): 1654–83.
91 Christine Bonnin and Sarah Turner, ‘Remaking markets in the mountains: Integration, trader agency
and resistance in upland Northern Vietnam’, Journal of Peasant Studies 41, 3 (2014): 321–42.
92 Trà, Báo cáo chuyên đê,̀ p. 6.
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households, providing free blankets, radios and other consumer goods, with little
overall impact on production and no long-term effects.93

Overall, despite the reconceptualisation of DCDC as a tool for poverty reduction,
the programme showed little to no impact on poverty directly in assessments, and
poverty rates for ethnic minorities barely budged after P135.94 In some cases, there
were reported increases in both land area used for swidden cultivation and in poverty
in DCDC investment sites. This was because households who had moved closer to
roads had lost income from livestock production with increased risks of animal dis-
ease.95 Another explanation for why intensification of upland fields had not resulted
in significant poverty reduction was that cash crops were sold unprocessed for rela-
tively low value, and when combined with rising expenses for commodity inputs,
meant that net incomes in many areas did not rise.96

REDD+ and the threat of swidden to global climate
Despite the uneven success in identifying swidden as an environmental problem

over previous decades, a UN-backed programme for Reduced Emissions from
Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) emerged in the 2000s as a major
new source of funding. REDD+ addresses loss of forests as a major factor in increas-
ing carbon emissions that drive global climate change, with land use accounting for
between 10–20 per cent of greenhouse gas emissions in recent years. REDD+ partici-
pation requires countries to assess baseline trends and drivers of deforestation in
anticipation of joining a global carbon market that would pay countries to invest in
activities reducing deforestation. A focus on eliminating swidden has been included
in Vietnam’s REDD+ planning approaches presented in submissions to donors,
with initial pilot projects focused on ethnic minority smallholder households, who
have been targeted for awareness-raising activities and alternative agricultural invest-
ments to abandon swidden.97

However, evidence remains thin that the expansion of swidden fields is a key dri-
ver of deforestation. For example, in 2013, as Vietnam began several REDD+ trial pro-
jects, out of the 27,253 cases of ‘forest violations’ that year recorded by the Forest
Service, only 1,423 were cases of converting forests for swidden, while the rest were
illegal loggers who had taken timber, agricultural enterprises who had illegally
expanded, or developers who had damaged forests for infrastructure.98 Further, anti-
swidden programmes like P135 had accelerated the conversion of swidden fields to

93 Trạm Tấu district, Yên Bái province, ‘Báo cáo đánh giá tình hình thụ ̛c hiêṇ công tác điṇh canh điṇh
cu ̛’ [Evaluation report of the implementation of sedentarisation work], 1 Aug. 2005.
94 Bob Baulch, Hung T. Pham, and Barry Reilly, ‘Decomposing the ethnic gap in rural Vietnam, 1993–
2004’, Oxford Development Studies 40, 1 (2012): 87–117.
95 Le Ngoc Truong et al., Nghiên cú ̛u vê ̀ điṇh cạnh, điṇh cư o ̛̉ Viêṭ Nam [Research on sedentarisation in
Vietnam] (Hanoi: Nhà Xuất bản Chính Tri ̣ Quốc Gia, 2005).
96 Sarah Turner, ‘“Forever Hmong”: Ethnic minority livelihoods and agrarian transition in upland nor-
thern Vietnam’, The Professional Geographer 64, 4 (2012): 540–53; Christine Bonnin and Sarah Turner,
‘At what price rice? Food security, livelihood vulnerability, and state interventions in upland Northern
Vietnam’, Geoforum 43, 1 (2017): 95–105.
97 UN-REDD Vietnam, ‘Operationalising REDD+ in Viet Nam’ (Hanoi: UN-REDD Vietnam, 2010).
98 Report cited in Pham Thu Thuy et al., ‘The politics of swidden’, p. 3. See also Pamela McElwee, ‘You
say illegal, I say legal: The relationship between “illegal” logging and poverty, land tenure, and forest use
rights in Vietnam’, Journal of Sustainable Forestry 19, 1–3 (2004): 97–135.

SH I F T I NG POL I C I E S FOR SH I F T ING CULT I VAT ION 175

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463422000194 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463422000194


continuous permanent cultivation, which in turn likely also encouraged additional
forest conversion for expanding demands for cash crops.99

However, justifications for REDD+ as a pathway to eliminate swidden have con-
tinued to be prominent in many local plans. For example, at a January 2014 workshop
on the progress of a REDD+ pilot in Điêṇ Biên province, a mountainous area of
Vietnam’s far northwest, officials stated that the majority of provincial deforestation
was due to swidden, as

[m]ost households are short of land, so they go and deforest [ phá rù ̛ng, literally ‘destroy
the forest’]; they don’t do it all at once, they gradually nibble at forest edges that are close,
a few meters each time, to expand their agricultural fields. So, if we compare with 5 years
ago, we can see we have lost a large amount of forest this way. Each year we don’t have
close management; first is that swidden is needs to be managed, and we don’t have a
monitoring system to discover [violations] immediately.100

The provincial officials even went so far as to present figures that 22,000 ha of forest
had been recently lost to swidden alone, which contradicted an earlier presentation of
satellite data that had estimated only 14,000 ha of land conversion from all causes.101

Such problems highlighted the fact that accurate ‘figures on swidden are unreported,
unavailable or ignored’, an issue that has persisted over the past decades.102 Indeed, as
a local official reported to a research team, ‘The existence of swidden means we did
not do a good job. We cannot report on that.’103

Discussion and conclusions
Despite variations in local conditions and practices; despite multiple changes and

shifts in how policies were enacted; despite resistance from local populations; and des-
pite consistent failures to achieve goals, anti-swidden policies have persisted in
Vietnam. The justifications for why swidden should be stopped have been reinvented
nearly every decade (table 2). Reasons have ranged from economic to cultural to
environmental, with the balance shifting over time, and often multiple justifications
simultaneously. While explicit justifications for these policies have evolved, cultural
chauvinism has remained constant as an implicit driver: from a ‘mission civilisatrice’
under the French, socialist modernity under reunified Vietnam, and poverty allevi-
ation under đôỉ mới, all these ideas were underpinned by a sense of the people prac-
tising swidden as insufficiently developed and culturally alien. Paternalism marked
these approaches, the idea being that the state must guide and lead minorities to better
choices and pathways. Another overall constant has been the search for political and
cultural order in the highlands, achieved through maps of neatly plotted villages and
land-use zones, roads and communication networks funded by anti-swidden

99 Rupert Friederichsen and Andreas Neef, ‘Variations of late socialist development: Integration and
marginalization in the northern uplands of Vietnam and Laos’, European Journal of Development
Research 22 (2010): 564–81.
100 Author fieldnotes, REDD+ workshop, Jan. 2014, Hanoi.
101 Ibid.
102 Moira Moeliono et al., ‘Local governance, social networks and REDD plus: Lessons from swidden
communities in Vietnam’, Human Ecology 44 (2016): 440.
103 Pham Thu Thuy et al., ‘The politics of swidden’, p. 4.
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Table 2. Phases of anti-swidden policies in Vietnam

French colonial
period,

1880s–1945

Early Democratic
Republic of

Vietnam (DRV),
1945–67

Late DRV to early
Socialist Republic
of Vietnam (SRV),

1968–86
Post-đổi mó ̛i SRV

(1988–2000)

Poverty reduction
campaigns
(1998–2010)

REDD+ policy
(2010–c.2022,
ongoing)

Programme Nothing formalised Nothing formalised Fixed Cultivation and
Sedentarisation
Programme
(Chưo ̛ng trình Điṇh
Canh Điṇh Cư,
DCDC)

Programme 327
(‘Master guidelines and
policies to utilise
unoccupied land, barren
hilly areas, denuded land
and beaches and
waterfront’), 1990–94

Project for Fixed
Cultivation and
Sedentarisation and New
Economic Zones (Dự án
Điṇh Canh Điṇh Cư, Di
Dân và Kinh Tế Mó ̛i),
from 1995–on

Programme 135 for
‘Socio-Economic
Development for
Especially Difficult and
Remote Communes’
(Chưo ̛ng trình phát triê ̉n
kinh tế xã hội các xã đặc
biêṭ khó khăn miêǹ núi
và vùng sâu vùng xa)—
Fixed Cultivation and
Sedentarisation
Programme Component

Reduced Emissions
from Deforestation
and Forest
Degradation

Targets Minority populations
in areas competing
with timber and
agricultural
development

Minority populations
living near
targeted
agricultural
cooperatives

Between 2–3 million
people formally
targeted, perhaps 1
million received
DCDC assistance of
some kind

Shifting targets depending
on location and
ethnicity, or
‘underdeveloped’ and
disaster-prone areas

Households (HH)
practising swidden and
living in 1,410
communes under P135;
ca. 300,000 HH

10 key REDD+
provinces for pilot
projects
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S
H
IF

T
IN

G
P
O
L
IC

IE
S

F
O
R

S
H
IF

T
IN

G
C
U
L
T
IV

A
T
IO

N
177

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463422000194 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463422000194


Table 2. Continued

French colonial
period,

1880s–1945

Early Democratic
Republic of

Vietnam (DRV),
1945–67

Late DRV to early
Socialist Republic
of Vietnam (SRV),

1968–86
Post-đổi mó ̛i SRV

(1988–2000)

Poverty reduction
campaigns
(1998–2010)

REDD+ policy
(2010–c.2022,
ongoing)

Primary
justifi-cations

Economic (waste of
land)

Cultural (swidden was
lazy)

Environmental
(threat to forests
and water
supplies)

Economic (need for
socialist
development)

Environmental
(protection of
rice-growing
deltas)

Social (need for
ethnic solidarity)

Economic (developing
the economy along
socialist principles)

Political (need for
security in areas of
former South
Vietnam)

Cultural (need for
minorities to modernise
like Kinh)

Environmental (need for
conservation and
reforestation)

Economic (poverty
reduction and rural
development)

Environmental
(preserving and
enhancing global
carbon stocks)

Main
interven-
tions, tools
and technolo-
gies

Legal restrictions;
land-use zoning
including reserved
forests; financial
incentives and
penalties

Tools: land-use maps,
fire management
rules, rangers
practising
surveillance,
propaganda and
education

Reducing
dependency on
swiddens through
socialist
development

Tools: Modern
varieties of seeds,
replanting trees,
and building
fire-breaks,
propaganda and
education

Sedentarisation
(encouraging
movement of villages
in high mountains to
lower areas) and
reorganisation into
socialist agricultural
cooperatives

Tools: Spatial planning,
propaganda and
education

Development of agriculture
through extension and
infrastructure, with
emphasis on wet rice;
land allocation,
conservation zoning,
and tree planting

Tools: Subsidies and
incentives for improved
seeds, maps for spatial
planning

In-situ development
of infrastructure in

communes and villages;
moving HHs to this
infrastructure; support to
production through
extension and
production inputs
(especially cash crops)

Tools: Project-based
investments in roads,
schools and other
infrastructure; direct HH
subsidies

Pilot projects to reduce
deforestation
through alternative
investments in
agriculture;
education and
awareness raising to
prevent
deforestation

Tools: Remotely sensed
forest cover data,
carbon assessments
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Investment
levels

Unknown Unknown Limited VND100–135 billion (US
$8.5 –10 million) per
year (not inc. local
investment)

VND35 billion (US$2.2
million) yearly for
sedentarisation under
P135, 2002–05

US$15 million (total
REDD+ funding
from govt and
donors as of 2018)

Steering
organisa-
tions

Service Forestier and
Résident Supérieur
of each locality

Ministry of
Agriculture and
Forestry

Ministry of Forestry
and local
Committees on
Mountainous Areas

Committee on Ethnic
Minorities and
Mountainous Areas
(1990–94)

MARD, 1994–on

MARD, 2000–02
Committee for Ethnic

Minorities, 2003–on.
Some work under Ministry

of Labour and Social
Affairs

MARD, National
REDD+ office
(2011–on)

Results Unknown Unknown 30% of projects were
said to have good
results, 40% average,
and 30% weak

527 total DCDC projects
settling 11,000–37,000
HH

75% of respondents
reported no positive
impact of DCDC

More than 11,000 HHs
‘replanned’ or resettled

No comprehensive
assessment; reported
increases in poverty in
investment areas

Expanded forest cover;
unknown if related
to REDD+

Sources: Le Duy Hung, ‘Some issues of fixed cultivation and sedentarisation of ethnic minority people in mountainous area of Vietnam’, The challenges of
highland development in Vietnam, ed. A.T. Rambo, R. Reed, Le Trong Cuc and M. Digregorio (Honolulu: East-West Center, 1995), p. 65; MARD, Taỉ liêụ
Hội nghi ̣ tôn̉g kết công tác điṇh canh điṇh cu ̛ giai đoạn 1990–2002 (Hanoi: MARD, 2004); Ministry of Forestry, ‘Báo cáo phưo ̛ng án đôỉ mó ̛i công tác điṇh
canh điṇh cư’ (Hanoi: MOF, 1990); Lê Du Phong, Điêủ tra tác động cuả chính sách điṇh canh điṇh cu ̛ xây dụ ̛ng vùng kinh tế mó ̛i tới san̉ xuất và đò ̛i sống
cuả đôǹg bào dân tộc miêǹ núi o ̛̉ một số tın̉h và nhũ ̛ng khuyến nghi ̣ (Hanoi: Đại Học Kinh tế Quốc Dân Hà Nội, 2004).
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programmes, and resettlement of villages out of the remotest areas. For many officials,
sedentarisation meant stability meant security, no small thing for an emerging post-
colonial and postwar state and socialist political system.

There have been other key recurring constants in anti-swidden policy over time,
including the persistent misperceptions about what swidden was, and who practised it
and why, what Michael Dove has identified as ‘the political economy of ignorance’.104

Targets of policies were often subjective and arbitrary, depending on what agency was
in charge at the time, and what indicators and definitions of ‘swidden’ and ‘settle-
ment’ were in use.105 Swidden often became a singular ‘thing’ that minorities did,
with the concept taking on a life of its own, no longer referring to specific agricultural
practices, but more a way of life that wasn’t ethnically Kinh. Other constants in anti-
swidden approaches have included opaque policy development not based on actual
research or evidence, and involving little to no participation of local peoples them-
selves.106 Such top-down conceptualisation was usually coupled with inadequate long-
term funding and unclear instructions to localities, reflecting internal debates over the
efficacy of different approaches. These resulted in overly generalised policies that
failed to account for regional differences, the potential ecological adaptiveness of
swidden, and its profoundly important role in cultural life.

The technologies and tools used to change swidden practices have also varied
over time, including campaigns for resettlement; infrastructure and other hard invest-
ments; land-use planning; agricultural extension and technology; and propaganda and
education. What tool was used when often reflected the tumultuous twentieth-century
history of Vietnam: conciliatory attempts to improve but not eliminate swidden dur-
ing times of war when solidarity was needed, more aggressive campaigns of resettle-
ment and replanning in times of high socialism, and more reliance on market trends
during the đôỉ mới period. The tools themselves were also deployed in different ways:
maps were used by the French to classify large areas of state forests that ignored local
claims, while they were used by post-đôỉ mó ̛i officials to try to create an idealised
legible landscape full of specified local detail. Further, despite broad goals, most
implementation was through one-off projects—a new village here, an irrigation sys-
tem there—that were often not monitored over the long term. Programme evaluations
were rudimentary and mostly qualitative, based on hitting targets, providing poor
analysis of what interventions actually worked to reduce poverty or forest cover
loss. These outcomes then raise the important question: Why have anti-swidden pol-
icies persisted for so long despite their obvious failures?

One explanation is that on-the-ground reactions altered the policies over time,
contributing tweaks and changes, sometimes due to finances (more limited budgets
meant more limited ambitions to change populations, or the need to seek new sources

104 Neil Jamieson, ‘Ethnic minorities in Vietnam: A country profile’ (Hanoi: Winrock International,
1996); Dove, ‘Theories of swidden agriculture’, p. 85.
105 Do Dinh Sam, Shifting cultivation in Vietnam (Hanoi: International Institue for Environment and
Development, 1997); Socialist Republic of Vietnam, Di dân, kinh tế mới, điṇh canh điṇh cu ̛: Lic̣h su ̛̉ và
truyêǹ thống [Migration, new economic zones, sedentarisation: History and tradition] (Hanoi: Ministry
of Agriculture, 2001).
106 Sarah Turner, Thomas Kettig, Dinh Thi Dieu and Pham Van Cu, ‘State livelihood planning and
legibility in Vietnam’s northern borderlands: The “rightful criticisms” of local officials’, Journal of
Contemporary Asia 46, 1 (2015): 42–70.
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of funding, such as from international donors); due to local officials’ ability to temper
and modify policies, as excessively intrusive policies might set off security concerns;
and often due to frustrations of the subject populations themselves resisting unwanted
interventions. The successive reshuffling of approaches, following projects that failed
to meet goals, raises the question of why such ineffectual policies continued to be
reproduced. The analysis here suggests that local people resisting and local officials
rejigging kept anti-swidden approaches from being a more significant tool to reshape
the uplands. Yet the friction encountered at local levels may have had the perverse
effect of extending these anti-swidden policies and approaches. A complete and
utter failure of a modernising, homogenising vision to eliminate swidden might
have brought these policies to a halt, but instead, hiccups were overcome through pro-
gramme alterations, different justifications, or new moving targets, all of which have
kept the mechanisms going. For example, the ability to fold long-standing anti-
swidden programmes into donor-funded projects, whether for poverty reduction or
global climate protection, has allowed these to be repackaged for new funders and
audiences, even as they often failed on the ground to increase prosperity or environ-
mental protection.

What is the future of swidden in Vietnam? Despite decades of anti-swidden pol-
icy, it has not been eliminated. While it has been clearly declining in extent, particu-
larly after the turn of the century, millions continue to rely on swidden practices,
albeit much altered.107 Complex cycles of rotation and fallow have been replaced
by near-continuous cultivation or significantly shortened fallow in many areas, and
crops grown in swiddens are less diverse, more reliant on hybrid seeds and inputs,
and sold for markets.108 Yet many other elements of swidden farming remain, includ-
ing cultural practices like rain rituals, collective work parties, and preferences for local
food varieties for consumption. In many fields, a lack of mechanisation and reliance
on household labour, continued use of fallow cycles, or incorporation of native species
still persist, particularly in areas that remain remote from roads (and surveillance),
and among communities who have been able to resist top-down changes in land
use. Such a conclusion that swidden is still important, although altered, aligns with
other recent research in Southeast Asia and elsewhere.109

While in other areas of the world, swiddeners have been presented as ‘true envir-
onmentalists’ for their adaptive Indigenous practices, this has not been prominent in
Vietnam. None of the anti-swidden campaigns in Vietnam acknowledged the

107 There are estimates that 10–20% of upland lands are still being used for swiddening, albeit with
shortened fallow cycles and different agricultural crops than previously; see Nguyen Thanh Lam, Aran
Patanothai and A. Terry Rambo, ‘Recent changes in the composite swidden farming system of a Da
Bac Tay ethnic minority community in Vietnam’s northern mountain region’, Southeast Asian Studies
42, 3 (2004): 273–93.
108 For example, in So ̛n La among the Black Thai, a 2-year rice, 3-year maize, and 5 to 7-year fallow
system was replaced by up to 8 years of continuous cropping of rice-maize-cassava for the market, with
only a short fallow afterwards; see A.N. Wezel, N. Steinmüller and J.R. Friederichsen, ‘Slope position
effects on soil fertility and crop productivity and implications for soil conservation in upland northwest
Vietnam’, Agriculture, Ecosystems and Environment 91, 1–3 (2002): 113–26.
109 Dressler et al., ‘Ungovernable?’, pp. 343; Nathalie van Vliet et al., ‘Trends, drivers and impacts of
changes in swidden cultivation in tropical forest-agriculture frontiers: A global assessment’, Global
Environmental Change 22 (2012): 418–29.
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culturally-specific Indigenous relations with nature that swidden often encompasses, a
situation that has likely been exacerbated by a lack of NGOs focusing on ethnic
minority issues, although some voices have tried to highlight the potential environ-
mental sustainability of swidden.110 Nonetheless, the persistence of anti-swidden pol-
itics has also over time resulted in targets of interventions altering their own
conceptions of subjectivity, with communities themselves often accepting the dis-
courses and narratives about their social practices and lives as ‘backwards’. Such
trends have clearly led to loss of Indigenous knowledge, social systems and commu-
nity norms, and intergenerational learning, as interviewees often noted. Thus, the
long-term consequences of anti-swidden policies may, in the end, indeed result in
swidden’s continuing decline, as it loses cultural meaning and importance in the
lives of practitioners themselves.

110 Ellen, ‘Studies of swidden agriculture’, p. 25; Nguyễn Văn Chính, ‘From swidden cultivation to fixed
farming and settlement: Effects of sedentarization policies among the Kmhmu in Vietnam’, Journal of
Vietnamese Studies 3, 2 (2008): 44–80; Tran Duc Vien, Stephen Leisz, Nguyen Thanh Lam and
A. Terry Rambo, ‘Using traditional swidden agriculture to enhance rural livelihoods in Vietnam’s
uplands’, Mountain Research and Development 26, 3 (2006): 192–6.
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