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Tourism in Vietnam has taken off! Since the introduction of Doi Moi at the end of the eighties, and the subsequent adoption of open door policies and looser entry regulations, the number of visitors has skyrocketed – from 250.000 in 1990 to over 2.6 million in 2002 – and this upward trend is expected to continue in the years ahead. Not surprisingly, tourism is now the country’s fastest-growing economic sector – with an average annual growth rate of around 10 % - and an important generator of jobs, income and foreign exchange. 

Of additional interest to the Government of Vietnam, tourism is an industry that can reach into remote, and relatively inaccessible areas and, if well done, can stimulate socio-economic development in poor communities. As articulated in the Government of Vietnam’s ‘Comprehensive Poverty Reduction and Growth Strategy’ (May 2002), poverty reduction and socio-economic development are key national targets. In line with this commitment, the Government of Vietnam has recently been looking at ways to promote the ‘socialisation’ of tourism, which means ensuring a broad distribution of the benefits of tourism and income retention in host communities.  

To this end, the Government of Vietnam has been focussing on developing Community Based Tourism (CBT), which is the theme of the present booklet. Though still a relatively new phenomenon in Vietnam, other countries in Asia – such as Nepal, India, Thailand and Indonesia - have already been experimenting with CBT for a number of years, and have found it a valuable instrument to stimulate pro-poor, sustainable, tourism development. 

To create a better understanding of CBT and the way it is used in Vietnam, this booklet presents five case studies of CBT projects in Vietnam. The descriptions of the cases are based on a series of interviews and presentations that were held prior and during a two-day CBT workshop in Hanoi in May 2003. A brief outline of this workshop can be found in Part 1of this booklet, which also provides a general discussion of the CBT concept. Part II contains descriptions of the five cases: Ba Be National Park, Cuc Phuong National Park, Mai Chau, Sa Pa, and Suoi Voi. The contact details of relevant organisations and the projects included in this booklet are given in Part III. 

PART 1: THE COMMUNITY BASED TOURISM WORKSHOP IN HANOI & THE DEVELOPMENT OF A CBT CONCEPT

1.1 The Workshop

On May 22 and 23, 2003, SNV Netherlands Development Organisation, together with IUCN World Conservation Union and the Institute for Tourism Development and Research, organised a Community Based Tourism workshop in Hanoi. This workshop brought together more than 80 people from the field of tourism, including representatives of potential CBT case studies in Vietnam, government officials, international NGO staff, and private tour operators, and offered a platform for the exchange of ideas and lessons learnt. Its main objective was to create consensus on a working “CBT concept” for Vietnam. To this end, a number of case studies were presented and discussed, and various analytical steps were taken.

1.2 What is Community Based Tourism?

Although there is no internationally recognised definition of CBT, there are several useful formulations, some of which were presented at the start of the workshop. The emphasis of these internationally used definitions varies by author, project and location, but sustainability issues and local communities (typically “poor” and “remote”) tend to occupy centre stage. The conference organisers also presented their initial thinking about possible key aspects of CBT in order to help participants better to orient themselves before the presentations of the case studies. 

By the end of the two-day workshop, it was agreed that a CBT concept for Vietnam should contain the following key elements:

Sustainability – CBT should be both culturally and environmentally sustainable in the sense that the resources it uses and builds on remain available for use by future generations. This does not mean that CBT should oppose change - on the contrary even - but that it should take account of both the short-term and the potential long-term benefits and consequences of the changes it brings about. Thus, sustainability is not only about practical things like garbage collection but also about a certain attitude, and an appreciation of local culture and nature.

Community-Based – In defining ‘community-based’, four key elements were identified:

· Empowerment was defined to mean that local communities should be involved in – and preferably be in charge of – making decisions, and implementing and managing tourism activities and projects;

· Ownership focussed on community awareness and attitudes towards local cultural and natural resources. As expressed during the workshop, the community should ideally see itself as a “heritage curator”; 

· Resource Conservation and Protection addressed various aspects of sustainability (economic, environmental, societal);

· Income Retention concerned both the fact that a community’s share of benefits should reflect their contribution to the tourism industry, and that an “ equitable” distribution should exist within the community itself (no monopolistic behaviour);

Strategic Partnerships – To be successful, CBT requires considerable collaboration and cooperation among strategic partners. These partners should include, but not necessarily be limited to, the local community, private businesses (including transportation, hotels, restaurants and tour operators), and governmental bodies that shape the policy and operational framework (for example, People’s Committees at local, district, and provincial levels, and the Vietnam National Administration of Tourism at local and national levels). 

1.3. What Are the Roles of Different Stakeholders?
Actualising the CBT concept requires identifying the interests and responsibilities of different stakeholders in the tourism sector. Through small group work and plenary discussion sessions on strengths and weaknesses, the following picture emerged:

Private Sector – the private sector has an important role to play in the tourism industry, because it can help select sites suitable for tourism development, and can participate in the tourism planning process. Since the private sector tends to have better access to skills and resources, it can assist local people in marketing their products, and can organise study-tours to other CBT sites. 

Local Communities – local communities have a number of responsibilities – such as the development of new activities and the re-investment of tourism revenues - but often lack the skills to fulfil them. Overcoming this problem requires training and assistance from the Government, tour operators and international NGOs. If local communities would have the necessary resources, they could invite consultants, NGOs and VNAT to discuss the CBT concept, and nurture partnerships. 

The Government – Local government authorities and other sector ministries play a key role in developing tourism policies and activities, and are often the ones consulting and informing relevant stakeholders about new developments. They can put tourism issues on the national agenda, assist in the development of CBT guidelines, and promote CBT at home and abroad.

VNAT and ITDR – VNAT and ITDR can provide training to local communities, and can assist them with the planning of CBT projects. To promote CBT, they can put CBT projects on their website, include CBT issues in their planning strategy, and stimulate exchange visits between different CBT projects. VNAT and ITDR can also function as the coordinator of a CBT network bringing together different stakeholders.

International NGOs – When developing CBT projects, international NGOs (INGOs) should pay careful attention to local circumstances, and the needs of local people. They can encourage community-participation, develop income-generating activities, and raise awareness about the importance of marketing and promotion activities. The sustainability of CBT initiatives should be high on their agenda.
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2.1 Ba Be National Park

Background

Some 150 km northeast of Hanoi, in Cho Ra District, Bac Can Province, lies the 76,000 ha Ba Be National Park. Named after the beautiful lake that lies at its heart, the Park was founded in 1977 to protect the flora and fauna of the area’s tropical forest. 

In 1998, the Management Board of Ba Be tasked its Tourism Division with the development of a range of tourism activities, such as trekking routes and homestays in the minority villages of Pac Ngoi and Bo Lu. In 2002, roughly one-fifth of the Park’s 28,500 visitors (around 8,500 of which were foreigners) chose to spend the night in one of these villages. In the near future, homestay facilities will also be developed in two other minority villages inside the Park.

Income Generation and Retention in the Minority Villages

The Tay village of Pac Ngoi, and the Dao village of Bo Lu, together comprise 111 households. Ten of these offer home stays; a number of other households sell food and drinks, organise boat trips on the Lake, or stage cultural performances and handicrafts demonstrations. Some twenty-five villagers work as tourist guides for the Park, and as such, form a link between the local people and the Park’s authorities. 

A homestay in Ba Be costs 50,000 VND per person per night, excluding food and drinks. On the basis of this figure, it has been estimated that the two villages together earn about 1,500,000 VND per month from homestays. Estimates for the other activities are not available. Of each 

50,000 VND earned, 3,000 VND (or 6 per cent) go to the District authorities. Another 2,000 VND (or 4 per cent) are paid to the Commune authorities and are used for small construction activities in the villages, such as road maintenance. Upon entering the National Park, tourists have to pay an entrance fee of 11,000 VND per person. This money is transferred directly to the District Authorities. 

Community Participation in Project Development and Implementation

The development of homestays in Ba Be was an initiative of the Park’s Tourism Division. During the initial phase of the project, there was little interaction between the Tourism Division and the local people, but this situation has since improved. 

In each of the two villages there are a number of so-called tourism groups  - such as a guiding group, a cultural performances group and a group responsible for protecting Ba Be Lake - that supervise activities at the level of the village. The head of each of these groups occasionally meets with representatives of the Park’s Tourism Division to exchange ideas. 

Planning and Cooperation

Every six months, the Tourism Division of Ba Be draws up a plan outlining the needs for visitor coordination, and the development of new trekking routes and other tourism activities. This plan does not include a budget, as all financial matters are dealt with at the level of the Park’s management, which also maintains all external relations of the Park, including those of the Tourism Division.

Challenges

The CBT project in Ba Be faces a number of challenges, including a lack of coordination and cooperation between different government departments, the PPC and the National Park, and the absence of an effective planning mechanism. Moreover, training – for example, in reception skills, foreign languages and service provision – is not available. Another important stumbling block is the lack of awareness among local people of the importance of preserving the natural environment. 

2.1 Cuc Phuong National Park

Background

Some 120 km northwest of Hanoi lies one of Vietnam’s great natural treasures: Cuc Phuong National Park. Established in 1962 as Vietnam’s first official National Park, the area is home to a wide variety of plants, mammals and birds, as well as a number of archaeological sites, ancient trees, and a botanical garden. 

In 1993, a Dutch tour operator approached the Tourism Division of the Park to discuss possibilities for organising a trekking route and a home-stay in one of the Park’s minority villages: the idea for a CBT project was born. However, it took until 2002 before the Park started a pilot tourism project in the Muong village of Khanh (ban Khanh), located some 16 km from the main entrance, at the far western side of the Park. Due to its out of the way location, and the poor condition of some of the Park’s roads, the village has so far attracted only a small number of visitors. 

Income generation and retention in Ban Khanh Village

The Muong village of Khanh is situated on the banks of the river Buoi in An Nghia Commune, Lac Son District, Hoa Binh Province. The village consists of 23 households, 3 of which participate in tourism activities, such as home-stays, the provision of food and drinks, and cultural performances. In addition, a small number of villagers are involved in a security group. 

Despite the low number of visitors, tourism activities do generate a little extra income for the community. According to the Tourism Division, about 1,200,000 million VND is generated each month through home-stays (300,000 VND), the sale of goods and food (300,000 VND), cultural performances and rowing (400,000 VND), the security fund (50,000 VND) and money for the maintenance of accommodation and facilities (50,000 VND). A community or public fund does not (yet) exist. 

Community Participation in Development and Implementation 

While the initial idea for treks and homestays in ban Khanh came from a Dutch tour operator, it was the Park’s Tourism Division that developed the actual project. The head of the Tourism Division and the head of ban Khanh occasionally meet to discuss the progress of the project. Afterwards, specific tasks and responsibilities are assigned to individual village members. There are no representatives from ban Khanh on the Board of the Tourism Division or on the Management Board of the Park.

Cooperation & Planning

The Tourism Division falls under the responsibility of the Park’s Management Board, which in turn falls under the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development. The Park’s funding comes directly from the State budget. At the level of the Park, there is co-operation with District and Provincial Tourism Authorities but at the level of the Tourism Division there is none. 

The Tourism Division produces annual, semi-annual and monthly plans, providing detailed information on tourism activities and accommodation, as well as on the expected number of man-hours needed to run the project successfully. The community of ban Khanh is not involved in the planning process.

Challenges

The project in Cuc Phuong has so far failed to attract large numbers of tourists to ban Khanh. To improve this situation, the Tourism Division is planning to upgrade the roads leading to the village, and plans have been made to extend the tourism project to villages that are more conveniently located.  

2.3 Mai Chau

Background

Some 60 km from Hoa Binh town, in Hoa Binh Province, Mai Chau District, lies ban Lac (Lac village), home to people from the White Thai minority. Although day trips to the area have long been popular, it was only in 1994 - when the Provincial Tourism Department and the state-run Hoa Binh Tourism Company began promoting the area - that ban Lac became a real tourist hotspot. Nowadays, some 3,000 visitors flock to the village each year to admire its traditional stilt houses and colourfully dressed women, or to seek refuge from noisy and polluted Hanoi. 

Income generation and retention in Ban Lac Village

Before entering the village, tourists are required to pass by the District People’s Committee to buy an entrance ticket, which costs 5,000 VND per person. Profits from the sale of these tickets go directly to the District authorities and benefit the village only indirectly, if at all.

Twenty-four of the village’s ninety-three households are actively involved in the provision of tourism services, such as homestays, cultural performances, handicrafts demonstrations and excursions to the paddy-fields. Households with close links to tour operators in Hanoi tend to attract more visitors than those that do not. 

A homestay in ban Lac costs 50,000 VND per person per night, excluding food and drinks. Tourists do not pay for handicrafts demonstrations, but they are required to pay for cultural performances and excursions. Selling handicrafts is one of the major sources of income for the community. To many’s surprise this takes place harmoniously and without any hassling – making a visit to ban Lac a stress-free, pleasant, and unique experience. At the end of the year, households are required to transfer 10% of their income to the District authorities. Whether, and how, this money flows back to the village remains unclear.  The remaining 90 % of income generated tends to be used for consumption purposes or the upgrading of houses.

Community Participation in Project Development and Implementation

Although the local people are in charge of the tourism activities inside ban Lac, transport to and from the village is arranged by tour operators from Hanoi, who also seem to have cornered the market for the provision of English-speaking guides. The villagers have appointed a Tourism Security Officer to take care of supervising the entry and exit of tourists. This officer is paid from the Community budget. 

There is no formal management structure in the village to guide the development of tourism activities, so each household looks after its own business, and maintains contacts with tour operators on an individual basis. However, when a problem arises, households do tend to get together to find a solution. And when an individual fails to observe the unwritten rules of the village – such as “don’t hassle of tourists” – he or she will be reprimanded by the village head.

Planning and Cooperation

As there is no official management structure in Lac village, and no village fund, there is also no annual plan to outline future tourism developments. The same holds true for the District authorities, which, despite the popularity of Mai Chau, do not have a separate tourism division, or a tourism development plan.

Apart from some cooperation with tour operators, there is little interaction between the people of ban Lac and other organisations or levels of government. Although the villagers would like external organisations to come to the village to provide language training and training on cooking and reception skills, they do not know whom to address. Since many of them are illiterate, and even fewer people speak English, this is unlikely to change without the help of external intermediaries.  

Challenges

The main challenge for ban Lac is to establish a management structure – for example a village management board – that could steer the development of tourism activities in the village. This management structure could be responsible for the development of an annual plan – outlining, for example, what construction activities are needed – and could establish and maintain contacts with outside organisations that could provide training to the villagers. At present, no one in the village seems take the lead in organising this, and it is unlikely therefore that something will be pulled off in the near future. 

2.4 Sa Pa

Background

The district of Sa Pa is located in the Province of Lao Cai, some 370 km northwest of Hanoi. Though it was already a popular destination during the colonial period, it only became booming in the early 1990s. Since then, increasing numbers of tourists have been flocking into the area each year to enjoy Sa Pa’s beautiful scenery and pleasant climate. Another major attraction are the culture and customs of the area’s ethnic minority groups – including the Black H’Mong, the red Dao, the Tay, Day and Xa Pho Mot. 

The rapid expansion of the tourism industry in Sa Pa has opened up many possibilities for the area’s development. This brings with it the question how to ensure that these developments are sustainable, and beneficial to many rather than only a lucky few. To address this issue, in 2001, SNV Netherlands Development Organisation, together with IUCN World Conservation Union, launched a three-year project titled ‘Support Sustainable Tourism in Sa Pa District’. Under this project, a Tourism Information and Service Centre was established in Sa Pa town, and trekking routes and homestays in minority villages were developed in close cooperation with representatives of the community of Sin Chai and Bac Den. The project has also been involved in the development of a fee and fund system, but this is not yet operational. The most distinctive features of the CBT projects in Sin Chai and Bac Den are the use of participatory planning methods during their development, and the strong involvement of the local community in their implementation. This makes these projects truly community-based. 

Income Generation and Retention in Sin Chai Village

The H’Mong community of Sin Chai, which is situated but a few kilometres away from Sa Pa town, is home to some 120 households, 40 of which offer tourism products and services. These include homestays (currently offered by 5 households), treks, the provision of food and drinks, sports activities, cultural performances, and demonstrations of traditional crafts such as weaving and embroidery. Since the initiation of the Community Based Tourism project six months ago, Sin Chai has welcomed around one hundred visitors. The largest share of income generated (75%) goes directly to the families offering services to tourists. According to Mrs. Nhu, who offers homestay facilities in Sin Chai, this income is primarily used for the upgrading of houses, and for the purchase of daily subsistence goods and fertiliser. Of the remaining 25%, 15 % is transferred to the members of the village’s Trekking Management Board (TMB) as a reward for their efforts, and 10 % to a public fund that is used, for example, for the maintenance and upgrading of roads and the improvement of tourist facilities. Through this distribution system, it is ensured that all inhabitants of Sin Chai village benefit from tourism, not just those who are directly involved. 

Community Participation in Development and Implementation

The idea for the CBT projects in Sa Pa came from the Provincial People’s Committee of Lao Cai Province and the District of Sa Pa. These two authorities then called for the help of IUCN and SNV to develop a range of tourism products and services. Funding came from the Ford Foundation and Bread for the World. 

The creation of a TMB in Sin Chai - which currently has nine active members, and 35 regular members – helps to promote the active involvement of local people in the design and management of the activities. Members of the TMB are responsible for the organisation of cultural performances and sports activities, the inspection of homestay facilities, tree planting, and the maintenance of the trekking route. Before any important decisions are made, the TMB always consults the community. 

Cooperation & Planning

The Sa Pa project is the result of a joint effort of SNV, IUCN and the District of Sa Pa, which are all members of the district-level Tourism Support Board. This Board holds three-monthly meetings to discuss the progress of the project and decide on its future developments. Once a year, a coordination committee – bringing together provincial and national authorities, the project and NGOs – comes together to discuss the role of external support. At a more informal level, staff of the TISC frequently meets with tour operators, local guides, and other stakeholders to exchange experiences and information. 

The District of Sa Pa is currently working on the development of a tourism plan. At the level of the community, the TMB uses participatory planning methods to decide what activities need to be undertaken, but these are not formalised in plans. 

Challenges 

Although the CBT project in Sa Pa has so far been quite successful, a number of challenges still need to be addressed. For example, the coordination and cooperation between the project and the provincial authorities leaves much to be desired, and this hampers the effectiveness of the project. There is also room for improvement in the area of marketing and promotion, but this is extremely difficult because the vast majority of the local population is illiterate.  As a consequence, their involvement in recent promotion activities of the TISC – such as the development of an exhibition on minority cultures, and the publication of a number of leaflets on Sa Pa and CBT products and services – has been limited. To tackle this problem, the TISC is planning to provide basic literacy and language skills training, as well as general capacity building support to all relevant stakeholders.

Lessons Learnt

A number of lessons can be drawn from the two years that the CBT project in Sa Pa has been running. It has become clear, for example, that the development of genuine CBT projects is time-consuming and requires capacity building support and the creation of interactive and participatory training methods, which are not widely available in Vietnam. Another lesson learnt is that the tourism industry has the potential to bring substantial benefits to a community - as Mrs Nhu from Sin Chai village pointed out - and can help to improve the lives of all, not just of those directly involved.

2. 5 Suoi Voi

Background

Suoi Voi, or the Spring of Elephants, is a popular tourism site in Loc Tien Commune, Phu Loc District, Thua Thien Hué Province. First developed in 1997, the site currently attracts some 22,000 visitors a year - some 8,000 of which are foreigners - who come to Suoi Voi to bathe in its springs, wander into the forest, or visit some of the nearby waterfalls. 

The development of Suoi Voi has so far been unique in its kind, as it was initiated, and is run by, the Commune Agricultural Cooperative of Suoi Voi on the basis of a shareholding system. Such a construction was previously unheard of in Vietnam, and required the extension of the Cooperative’s mandate to include tourism management. 

Income generation and retention 

When the Cooperative first developed the idea to turn Suoi Voi into a tourism site, it suggested selling shares to raise money for the necessary construction activities – such as roads, sanitary facilities and guest rooms – and to distribute the income generated by tourism activities. Judging from the number of households that opted to become shareholders (315 out of 375), this plan was very well received, though not every household was able to purchase an equal number of shares. Currently, around 30 households are actively involved in the provision of tourism products and services.

Most of the income in Suoi Voi comes from entrance fees (3,000 VND per person), parking fees (3,000 VND for a motorbike and 10,000 VND for a car), sales from souvenir shops, the letting of chairs and the provision of accommodation (60,000 VND per person per night). The project’s total annual revenues hover around 750 million VND. In August, at the end of the tourist season, these revenues are divided, using the following distribution: 25% goes to the Management Board; 10 % goes to the District Authorities in the form of taxes; an additional 5% tax is paid to the Village People’s Committee; 10% is reserved to cover the depreciation of resources; 5% is used for the provision of incentives and the facilitation of transactions; 5% goes into a public fund - used for the upgrading of the local school, for example - and the remaining 40% of income is divided amongst the shareholders. 

Community Participation in Project Development and Implementation

Although the shareholders are the ultimate owners and managers of Suoi Voi, the daily management of the project lies in the hands of a twelve-members strong Management Board. The chairman, vice-chairman and treasurer of this Board are elected by the shareholders for a period of five years. The other nine members of the board are appointed by the Chairman. Currently, three members of the Board are women. The Management Board is divided into a number of sub-groups, which each have a specific responsibility. There are groups for rubbish collection, fire protection, parking, the provision of services, and the sale of tickets. Photographers working in Suoi Voi are also organised into a separate group.  

Cooperation and Planning

There is no co-operation between the Cooperative in Suoi Voi and other Cooperatives in the area, nor with any non-state organisations. The Management Board of Suoi Voi does deal with District Authorities, but on an irregular basis, and only in order to get approval for its plans. During the initial phase of the project, the Cooperative did receive financial support from the District to construct some major roads. 

Once a year, between the 25th and the 31st of December, a shareholder conference is organised to discuss the progress of the project. Using an estimation of next year’s revenues, an outline is made of the activities that need, and can, be undertaken in the following year. Examples of such activities are the installation of electricity in the area, and the upgrading of roads to improve the site’s accessibility during the rainy season. 

Challenges

One of the project’s major challenges is how to expand the Cooperative’s responsibilities and activities without violating the legal framework set by the Law on Collectives. Another challenge is how to increase the number of visitors, and in particular, the number of foreign visitors, given that most people in Suoi Voi lack the necessary management skills and do not have a sufficient command of English. A final challenge is to improve the accessibility of Suoi Voi during the rainy season, and to stimulate tourists to visit the springs all year around instead of only during the summer months. 
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Organisations:

Institute for Tourism Research and Development 

30A Ly Thuong Kiet

Hanoi

Tel: +84 – 4 – 8257 730

Fax: +84 – 4 – 8240 407 
Email: itdr@fpt.vn
IUCN World Conservation Union

13A Trang Hung Dao

Hanoi

Tel: +84 – 4 – 8265 172 
Fax: +84 – 4 – 8258 794 
Email: tourism.iucnvn@netnam.org.vn
http://www.iucn.org/places/asia/
SNV Netherlands Development Organisation
105-112, D1 Van Phuc Compound

Hanoi

Tel: +84 – 4 – 8463 791

Fax: + 84 – 4 – 8463 794

Email: snvvn@snv.org.vn
http://www.snv.org.vn
Vietnam National Administration of Tourism

80 Quan Su Street

Hanoi
Tel: +84 – 4 – 9422 070

Case Studies

Ba Be National Park

Mr. Pham Duc Toan

Ba Be National Park Headquarters

Tel: +84 – 2 – 81894 026 
Fax: +84 – 2 – 81894 011 
Cuc Phuong National Park

Mr. Vu Kim Tan 

Tel: +84 – 3 – 0848 006

Fax: +84 – 3 – 0848 052

Email: sulichcucphuong@hn.vnn.vn
Ban Lac, Mai Chau

Ms Ha Hong Nga

Nha Nghi (guesthouse)

Fax: +84 – 18 – 8673 78

Sa Pa

Mr Ha Quang Minh and Ms Thao Thi Nhu

Tel: +84 – 20 – 8719 75
Fax: +84 – 20 – 8719 76
Email: spstpo@hn.vnn.vn


Suoi Voi

Mr Nguyen Thach

Tel: +84 – 54 – 8722 77

Fax: 84 – 4 – 9424 115
Email: vnat@vietnam-tourism.com
http://www.vietnamtourism.gov.vn/
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