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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): NATURAL RESOURCES 
 
A. National Context 
 
1. The three countries—Cambodia, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), and 
Viet Nam have a total land area of 744,345 square kilometers and a total population projected at 
106.25 million in 2010. While the overall population density is 143 per square kilometer, it varies 
significantly between the three countries (Table 1) The population growth rate in Cambodia has 
fallen sharply recently; in the Lao PDR, half of the population is under 21 years of age; and in 
Viet Nam only about 22% of the population is younger than 21.   
 
2. The combined gross domestic product (GDP) at current prices for the three countries is 
$104 million, with Viet Nam accounting for about 88%. 
 

Table 1: Comparison and Aggregation of Key National Indicators 

Item Cambodia Lao PDR Viet Nam Region
Land area (km2) 181,035 236,820 325,490 743,345
Population (million persons) 14.1 6.13 86.02 106.25
Population density (persons/km2) 77.9 25.9 264.3 142.9
Population growth rate (5) 1.40% 2.13% 1.06% 1.16%
GDP at constant prices 2009 ($) 6, 917, 000 5,585,036 91,530,548 104,032,584
GDP growth rate 2008-2009 (%) -2.04% 5.77% 2.21% 2.10%
Per capita GDP ($/capita) 491 911 1,064 979   
() = negative value, GDP = gross domestic product, km2 = square kilometer, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic. 
Source: Government Statistics Office, Viet Nam. 
 
3. In Cambodia, the agriculture sector accounts for about 32.2% of national GDP with 
about 72% of the workforce engaged in agriculture and forestry activities. The contribution of 
forestry declined from 14% in 1997 to about 7% in 2009. 
 
4. In the Lao PDR, the agriculture and forestry currently account for about 30.5% of 
national GDP, although about 78% of the population derive their main income from the sector. 
Forestry currently accounts for about 10.6% of the combined contribution of agriculture, forestry, 
and fisheries. The proportion of total national GDP and exports contributed by agriculture and 
natural resources has been declining steadily in recent years and now accounts for less than 
20%. While the national economy has grown at an average rate of around 6.6% since 2000,1 
agriculture and natural resources GDP has grown by less than half that rate at around 3.1%.  
 
5. In Viet Nam, the agriculture sector, including forestry, contributes about 21% of national 
GDP; this proportion has been fairly steady over the past 5 years as sector growth has kept 
pace with the economy as a whole. In contrast, the growth rate of forestry has only been a little 
more than a third of the growth of the whole sector and, as a result, its contribution to agriculture 
sector GDP has been declining steadily from around 7% in 2000 to 4.4% in 2009. 
 
6. In Cambodia, the rural poor and people living in remote areas rely on natural forest 
resources for survival. Population and economic growth leads to increasing demand for wood 
products for domestic consumption for house-building, construction, and fuelwood, which is still 
the primary source of energy in rural areas.   

 

                                                 
1 National Statistical Office. 
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Table 2: Relative Contribution of Agriculture and Forestry to National GDP 
(%) 

Item Cambodia Lao PDR Viet Nam Regional 
AFF % national GDP 32.20 30.50 21.00 22.20 
Forestry % AFF 7.00 10.60 4.40 5.04 
% labor force in AFF 72.00 63.00 48.20 55.75 

AFF = agriculture, fisheries and forestry, GDP = gross domestic product, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic. 
Source: Government Statistics Office, Viet Nam. 
 
7. In the Lao PDR, the National Growth and Poverty Eradication Strategy laid out a market-
based approach to modernize and strengthen the sector. Since the adoption of the National 
Growth and Poverty Eradication Strategy, the sector has had a massive influx of foreign 
investment. Social and environmental costs from the foreign direct investment are becoming 
increasingly apparent, reflected in increasing concern within government that concessions are 
being granted without proper consideration of long-term implications.  
 
8. The rapid increase in agriculture output in Viet Nam in recent years has been driven 
partly by improved productivity and partly by expansion of land under agriculture and perennial 
crops. At the same time, significant areas of unproductive former forestland have been 
replanted so that forest cover has increased slightly despite the expansion of agriculture. 
However, pressures from population growth are stimulating a certain amount of internal 
migration and, with the limited areas of cultivable land along the coastal plains, much of this 
population movement is into upland areas, where the improvement in infrastructure and 
investment in hydropower create temporary employment that attract migrants.  
 
B.  Forestry and Natural Resources Sector 
 
9. All three countries were densely forested until relatively recently, but war, population and 
economic growth, and poor governance have resulted in almost half the forest area 
disappearing through clearance and most of the remaining forest becoming seriously degraded. 
Shifting cultivation has been the predominant farming system in the uplands, where most of the 
ethnic minorities and groups live, and this has resulted in large areas of primary forest being 
converted to secondary forest and grassland. 
 
10. Biodiversity. The natural forests in the region have been extremely rich in biodiversity 
and in the past have been vital sources of a wide range of nontimber forest products (NTFPs) 
that have enabled rural communities to survive during the wars when many communities were 
displaced. Apart from their survival value, the forests also have many particularly valuable tree 
species that have important commercial and spiritual values to most rural communities.   
 
11. In Cambodia, Mondulkiri Province is the last major stronghold in the GMS for several 
animal species, including both deciduous and evergreen forest specialists. It is the most 
important area of the country for highly threatened mammal species,2 of which at least 12 are 
globally threatened mammal species. The area also supports an exceptional assemblage of 
threatened bird species, especially those associated with rivers and pools in lowland forest. The 
montane habitats have been poorly studied and potentially contain additional key species. In the 
                                                 
2 Combined total of critically endangered and endangered mammals for the eastern plains and southern Annamites; 

J. Smith. ed. 2001. Biodiversity, the Life of Cambodia. Cambodia's Biodiversity Status Report 2001. Phnom Pehn: 
Ministry of Environment, Global Environment Facility, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. 
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Cardamom mountains, the corridor is part of the most significant GMS habitat for the tiger and 
Asian elephant and most significant global habitat for the Siamese crocodile.  
 
12. In the Lao PDR, the triborder forest landscape in the south is a mosaic of semi-
evergreen and deciduous forest habitats with a large number of seasonally flooded wetlands 
and streams. The landscape is globally outstanding for species richness, in particular for large 
mammals including Asian elephant, tiger, Malayan sun bear, clouded leopard, gaur, and 
banteng. WWF has identified the area as one of the global 200 priority ecoregions for 
biodiversity conservation, and the Xe Pian National Protected Area in particular is listed as 
among the top three protected areas in the Lao PDR and among the top 10 in Southeast Asia 
for biodiversity importance. In the eastern part of the corridor, the vegetation and biodiversity 
form a continuum with the Central Annamite landscape in Viet Nam. 
 
13. In Viet Nam, the flora of the Central Annamite landscape is extremely diverse, 
comprising elements of four floristic regions: Indian, Malesian, Sino-Himalayan, and 
Indochinese. Almost all of the priority vascular plant taxa and vegetation formations are found 
within forest habitats. A total of 133 priority vascular plant taxa have been provisionally identified 
in the landscape, including 46 species listed in the red list of threatened species of the 
International Union for the Conservation of Nature for 2000.  
 
14. The Central Annamites are a major center of mammal endemism, and include Saola, 
large-antlered (giant) muntjac, Annamite muntjac, Heude’s pig, grey-shanked douc langur, and 
Annamite striped rabbit. The region also supports remnant populations of a number of globally 
threatened large mammal species, such as Asian elephant, gaur, tiger, and Asiatic black bear. 
The area supports at least 12 restricted-range bird species, including three whose global ranges 
are restricted to the Central Annamites: chestnut-eared laughing thrush, golden-winged 
laughing thrush, and black-crowned barwing. 
 
15. Nontimber forest products. Surveys conducted in 20043 found that in Cambodia 70%–
90% of households engaged in collection and trade in forest products in areas with evergreen 
and semi-evergreen forests, despite the pressure from logging and economic concessions. In 
addition, fuelwood is widely collected throughout the region for domestic use and is the primary 
source of energy. Resin collection, hunting, and other NTFPs accounted for almost half of 
household income in Mondulkiri, Cambodia; and loss of the income from these trees due to 
logging or clearance for economic concessions was a major catastrophe for the households 
concerned. In the Lao PDR, a study by Actionaid in Attapeu in 20084 reported that most 
villagers relied on NTFPs for their livelihoods, but that availability of many has been declining. 
Honey and herbs have retained their availability over the past three decades, leaves and fruit 
have declined slightly, birds and wildlife have declined more severely, and timber is no longer 
available. In Viet Nam, NTFPs provide about half the annual income for households living in or 
near protected areas in the central Annamites, valued at around $300 at the exchange rate at 
the time.5 

 
16. Forest cover. During the past three decades, the forest subsectors in all three countries 
have experienced a series of upheavals, including a period of excessive logging activity since 
                                                 
3 B. McKenney, Y. Chea, P.Tola, and T. Evans. 2004. Focusing on Cambodia’s High Value Forests: Livelihoods and 

Management.  (Cambodia Development Research Institute special report). 
4   Actionaid International Participatory Poverty Assessment (PPA), Attapeu Province, Lao PDR, 2008. 
5 Raintree, et. al. 2002. Quoted in Assessment of Biodiversity and NTFP status in biodiversity corridor initiative 

project areas, (2010) Vu Van Dung. 
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the early 1980s. As a result, by 1995, forest cover was reduced to less than 60% in Cambodia, 
less than 40% in the Lao PDR, and less than 28% in Viet Nam; although in Viet Nam it has 
been on the increase for a few years due to expansion in the area of plantations. While some of 
these plantations provide economic benefits in the form of timber or soil and water conservation, 
they have relatively little value for biodiversity.  
 

Table 3: Recent Estimates of Average Annual Changes in Forest Cover, 1965–2006 
Country Period Average Annual Change in 

Forest Area (ha) 
Cambodia 2002–2008 (124,504) 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic 1992–2002 (134,173) 
Viet Nam 2005–2007 +110,000 
Region  (148,677) 
( ) = negative number. 
Sources: Council for Development of Cambodia. 2007. Forest Cover Changes in Cambodia 2002–2006. 
(Paper to Technical Working Group Forestry and Environment, June 2007). 

17. Little data are available on forest quality. Recent inventories in all three countries have 
mainly focused on the area of forest and not on the quality and in particular the stock density. 
Available data indicates that dense forest has been reduced to about 7% in Cambodia, 3.5% in 
the Lao PDR, and 0.2% in Viet Nam. The degraded state of much of the residual forest is 
illustrated by the average growing stock of 94.9 cubic meters (m3)/hectare (ha) in Cambodia,  
87 m3/ha in the Lao PDR, and 76.5 m3/ha in Viet Nam,6 compared with over 200 m3/ha in the 
few remaining areas of dense forest. All three countries assign their forests to one of three 
forest management categories for production, protection, and conservation (Table 4). 

 
Table 4: Assignment of Forest Area to Primary Management Function 

 (‘000 ha) 
Country Production Protection Conservation Total 
Cambodia, 3,374 1,490 3,130 7,994 
Lao PDR 3,207 517 4,826 8,550 
Viet Nam 8,400 5,270 2,160 15,830 
Region 14,981 7,277 10,116 32,374 
ha = hectare, Lao PDR = Lao People’s Democratic Republic. 
Source: Cambodia: National Forestry Programme, background document, Lao PDR: Forestry Strategy 2020, 
Vietnam: Forestry Development Strategy 2006-2020. 

 
18. In Cambodia, all the production forest (3.4 million ha) has been awarded as logging 
concessions, although the country currently has a moratorium on logging: 3.13 million ha have 
been declared protected areas under the management of the Ministry of Environment, and  
1.49 million ha are protected forest reserves under the management of the Forest 
Administration. In the Lao PDR, about 20% of the production forest is now under sustainable 
management with the support of the World Bank-funded Sustainable Forestry for Rural 
Development (SUFORD) project and six forest management units with an area of 86,000 ha 
have been certified as sustainably managed. In Viet Nam, the 8.4 million ha of production forest 
are managed by several entities including state-owned enterprises, management boards, joint 
ventures, households, and communities; but the annual harvest from the natural forests is only 
around 700,000 m3, due to the low stocking of much of the natural forest. Most legal timber 
production now comes from plantations. 
                                                 
6 Vietnam Forest Sector Indicators 2005 Baseline Report, Chapter 1, Forest Sector Support and Partnership. 
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19. Logging and timber production. None of the countries have detailed measures of 
domestic wood consumption, although various estimates have been made. The largest 
consumer of wood is Viet Nam, which has a large domestic market and a major export-oriented 
industry. A study by Meyfroidt and Lambin7 estimates that in 2000 the demand for wood raw 
material in Viet Nam drew in a volume of about 5 million m3 from outside the country; this 
increased to almost 10 million m3 by 2005. This has displaced deforestation that would have 
occurred in Viet Nam if these volumes had been harvested from the country’s forests, to other 
countries, primarily Cambodia and the Lao PDR. This goes some way to explaining the marked 
degradation that has taken place in these two country’s forests. 
 
20. The demand for timber leads to deterioration of the resource and hence to habitat 
destruction. This has severe negative impact on biodiversity. Cambodia still has rich biodiversity 
and many species still survive in the forests, but an increasing number will be lost if habitats 
continue to be degraded and fragmented. The biodiversity corridor initiative project is located in 
some of the most extensive and important remaining areas of relatively rich and undisturbed 
forest, but pressure from mining, hydropower, and agriculture means that the threats are large 
and increasing so that strong measures are needed to halt their continued decline.  
 
21. ADB sector lessons and assistance program. The project design is based on 
identified sector problems and lessons from previous sector interventions. The need for 
sustainable natural resource management within the overall context of improving sector 
productivity and supporting food security, agriculture, and forestry operations is well-
established. In the first instance, this has policy dimensions, for example, regarding land 
allocation (and especially long-term concessions) that often do not reflect true opportunity costs 
of resource use, and in forestry where the loss of production forest resource and associated 
biodiversity and NTFPs are due mainly to the absence of a sustainable logging quota system, 
policy toward excess domestic wood processing capacity, and the application of irrational 
royalty payments. The operations of state-owned enterprises may yet be ameliorated by 
emerging opportunities for carbon finance (private markets and reduced emissions from 
deforestation and forest degradation [REDD]+). Next, national (i.e., National Land Management 
Authority) and provincial capacity building is needed for land management8,9 and the focal site 
approach in the uplands needs to be refined.10 Productivity improvements in group livelihoods 
need to be linked to community resource management as evidenced by experience from the 
Tonle Sap initiative.11 The positive experience from the establishment of village extension 
systems in the Lao PDR12 and commune development funds in Viet Nam13 to transfer 

                                                 
7 P. Meyfroidt and E. F. Lambin. 2009. Forest Transition in Viet Nam and Displacement of Deforestation Abroad.  
8 This includes land registration, mapping, delineation, and categorization; and economic, environmental, and social 

investment appraisal. 
9 An Asian Development Bank (ADB) project that commenced in 2010 is addressing these issues, with a specific 

focus on five southern provinces of the Lao PDR. ADB. 2009. Report and Recommendation of the President to the 
Board of Directors: Proposed Grant and Administration of Grant to the Lao People’s Democratic Republic for 
Sustainable Natural Resource Management and Productivity Enhancement Project. Manila (Grants 0144-LAO and 
0145-LAO). 

10 If the effects of a policy-induced Malthusian squeeze are to be avoided. See Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
National Statistics Center. 2006. Participatory Poverty Assessment II. (ADB. 2004. Technical Assistance to the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic for Institutional Strengthening for Poverty Monitoring and Evaluation. Manila [TA 
4521-LAO].) 

11 ADB. The Tonle Sap Initiative. http://www.adb.org/Projects/Tonle_Sap/initiative.asp. 
12 ADB. 2002. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic for the Nam Ngum River Basin Development Sector Project. Manila. 
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agricultural and forestry production technologies suggests potential for replication and/or 
adaptation within the project. Experience gained also suggests that designing interventions to 
address direct use components of resource use (e.g., the production and productivity 
dimensions of forestry) are likely to be much more effective where indirect use values (e.g., 
ecological functions) of the same resources are simultaneously addressed (i.e., where resource 
productivity and resource management are strongly linked).   
 
22. Regional experience. Implementation lessons from the GMS Core Environment 
Program and Biodiversity Conservation Corridors Initiative show that payment for ecosystem 
services could serve as an effective mechanism for mobilizing financial values and leveraging 
investments to address habitat fragmentation, avoid habitat loss, and support ecosystem 
service values. A pilot policy was developed in five provinces and in Ho Chi Minh City as part of 
the Dong Nai Watershed.14 The work in Viet Nam is leading to a joint investment strategy with 
the private sector and the provincial government to consolidate the ecosystem service values. 
This is part of an emerging policy framework based on provincial integrated land-use planning 
and a legal basis for forest payment services and forestland allocation. The biodiversity corridor 
approach is also consolidating and expanding the development and economic benefits derived 
from natural systems in protected areas and across the landscapes linking them. The corridor or 
landscape approach has clear linkages to poverty reduction measures by providing 
opportunities for local people to participate in paid corridor restoration work and to get involved 
in management and maintenance.15 
 
C. Conclusions 
 
23. Protecting and maintaining the remaining natural forest, and restoring and expanding 
habitats is essential to conserve the remaining rich biodiversity in the region. Most of the natural 
forest that remains is in the uplands and is seriously degraded, while much has also become 
fragmented so that habitats for many species have been reduced in extent to a point where they 
may no longer be large enough to support viable populations, especially of larger mammals. 
With an increasing risk of climate change, habitats will be further disturbed and modified, and 
human agriculture may move uphill to maintain temperature regimes if higher temperatures at 
lower elevations begin to impact negatively on crop productivity and human living conditions. 
 
24. Expansion of agriculture and growing demand for energy and water is driving 
development of infrastructure, especially roads, and hydropower and dams for impounding 
water for irrigation and domestic water supply, while continued global economic is driving 
demand for minerals, which are abundant in the corridor area. The consequences of not 
protecting the forest, especially in the central Annamites, in both Viet Nam and the Lao PDR, 
will be increased costs for downstream populations in the form of reduced available water 
supplies, increased flash floods and landslides, increased saltwater intrusion in the coastal 
areas of Viet Nam due to reduced river flow in the dry season, and loss of environmental 
integrity and biodiversity that will reduce the medium-term potential for developing recreation 
and tourism facilities.  

________________________ 
13 ADB. 2006. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan and Technical 

Assistance Grant to the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam for the Forests for Livelihood Improvement in the Central 
Highlands. Manila (Loan 2269-VIE). 

14 Pilot Policy 380 (the Pilot Policy on Payment for Forest Environmental Services) came into effect on 10 April 2008.
15 ADB. 2009. Technical Assistance for Greater Mekong Subregion Biodiversity Conservation Corridors Project. 

Manila. 

 




