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CHAPTER 2 - SOCIAL PROFILE OF QUANG BINH 

 2.1 INTRODUCTION 

The concepts and methods of Vulnerability Assessment for Ecosystem-based 

Adaptation (EbA) to climate change were introduced and discussed in Chapter 1. It 

highlighted the idea on which EbA is predicated: the understanding that ecology, 

society and economy cannot be separated. Natural ecosystems are the foundation of 

human existence on this planet, and of all our economic activities.   However, these 

ecological foundations have been profoundly modified and in many places weakened 

from their original state, by people pursuing their livelihoods (economic activities) in 

unsustainable ways.  Although change is inherent in all global systems, eco-systems 

have limits to the extent of the changes they can tolerate, without losing their essential 

structure and functions, on which we all depend. Now climate change is adding to the 

stresses that people have already induced in natural systems, with potentially grave 

consequences. EbA identifies ecosystem degradation as a key underlying cause of 

vulnerability. Urgent action is needed to restore these natural systems to health, to help 

us sustain our socio-economic systems, indeed our very survival, to the coming 

challenges.   We also need to harness the services of healthy ecosystems to help us 

adapt to the changes ahead.   

To understand the issues and threats posed by climate change and devise practical 

and sustainable solutions, ecological, social and economic factors need to be 

considered together, as parts of an integrated whole.  Thus, as set out in Chapter 1, for 

this EbA vulnerability assessment, the unit of analysis is the “socio-ecological system” 

(SES), defined as:   

“complex bio-geo-physical units together with social and institutional actors and 

their (economic) activities” 

The impacts of climate change are felt by people - on their health, their housing, the 

other people, infrastructure and services they rely on, the natural resources they 

depend on, the other ways they earn their livelihoods.  The severity of impacts and 

peoples’ ability to cope are also felt because of the state of such things.  Climate 

change adaptation too, is entirely a human process, embedded in an ecological 

context and an economic structure.  It is about people understanding climate change 

and what it means for their lives, and making the appropriate, often innovative 

changes (to their vision of the future and their activities) needed to secure a sustainable 

future for their families and communities.  It is about governments supporting these 

processes and tackling the underlying causes of vulnerability.  Climate change and our 

adaptation to it are thus quintessentially social issues:  people are at once the major 

cause of climate change, its victims, and they will be the main agents of adaptation 

and mitigation.   

This social brief (Chapter 2) for Quang Binh focuses the analysis on people, asking which 

groups are most vulnerable and why.  In this way, vulnerability can be understood as:  



2 

 

“the state of individuals, groups or communities in terms of their ability to cope 

with and adapt to any external stress placed on their livelihoods and well-being.  

It is determined by i) the availability of resources and; crucially, ii) by the 

entitlement of individuals and groups to call on these resources.” (Adger and 

Kelly 1999)  

The underlying causes of vulnerability are important and distinct from the existing 

dimensions of vulnerability: poor housing, undifferentiated livelihoods based on climate 

sensitive natural resources, poor health, education, etc. It is important to understand 

these and processes that drive change. As Adger and Kelly (1999) indicate, the basic 

causes are access to livelihood resources in the widest sense, and this access is 

geographically, ecologically and politically determined. Table 2.1 below provides 

examples of local and higher level processes that affect vulnerability. Clearly all 

approaches to climate change adaptation, be they conventional or ecosystem-based, 

need to consider and address these underlying issues to ensure effective, just and 

sustainable outcomes.  

Table 2.1: Examples of process that affect vulnerability 

Local-scale processes Processes at higher scales 

Increasing labour migration Population growth 

Declining labour availability  Increasing/decreasing provision of 

services by the state 

Loss of customary rights and change to 

“modern tenure systems 

Increasing penetration of global 

markets/ reorientation of most 

production away from local 

circulation and reciprocity  

Increasing need for cash to operate 

economically 

Changing legislation and tenure 

systems 

Increasing cost of inputs  Declining biodiversity and 

forests/expansion of agriculture 

Privatization of land and resources / Loss of 

access to communal resources 

Declining indigenous knowledge 

Monetization of resources and services, with 

increasing costs of health and education.  

Urbanisation   

Increasing skill requirements for non-

agricultural employment 

Deagrarianisation 

Source: Adger et al 2004 

This Chapter examines the social context for EbA in Quang Binh - highlighting the 

information at the macro or Provincial level that provincial departments should keep in 

mind in analysing and planning for CCA or EbA. It also examines the key social 

parameters used in this study to develop and describe the SES. Chapter 3  then presents 

the ecological factors; and Chapter 4  the economic factors and then later in the 
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report these three elements are brought together and used to present a classification 

of the main SES for Quang Binh. Like the ecological and economic profiles, this social 

profile is based on existing data made available to the study by the different 

departments of the provincial government, and should be updated when more recent 

or more complete data become available. 

 KEY SOCIAL FACTORS FOR THE MACRO-SCALE ASSESSMENT IN QUANG 2.2

BINH 

2.2 .1 .  Overv iew 

This section presents information to answer key practical questions on social issues for 

climate change vulnerability assessment and adaptation planning at the provincial 

level. It does not attempt to provide a full social profile of Quang Binh. The provincial-

level study is intended to use secondary data only. While many interesting and relevant 

questions could be posed at provincial level, there is only a limited number of social 

factors for which sufficiently comprehensive data already exists. Other factors will be 

examined in the local level assessment of actual vulnerability and adaptive capacity, 

supported by primary data collection where necessary, as shown in Table 2.2. What this 

provincial profile does attempt to be is “spatial explicit” - that is, to map the selected 

parameters - to contribute to the mapping of socio-ecological systems, and to help 

inform the selection of sites for the local level analysis.  

Table 2.2: Social analysis at the Macro- and Micro-levels of assessment 

Macro-level assessment Micro-level (community) assessment 

Based on secondary 

information available at 

provincial level 

Based on secondary available locally, primary data 

collection and local stakeholder participation 

Focus on broad context 

and understanding; 

prioritization  

Focus on planning and action 

Population, population 

density, population growth 

rate, migration,  

Population, population growth rate, migration, age-

class distribution.  

Vulnerable groups:   

The poor 

Ethnic minorities  

Vulnerable livelihoods  

Vulnerable groups:  

Poor, women, elderly, infirm  

Main livelihood groups, employment  

Relative well-being within community  

Underlying causes of poverty and vulnerability: 

health, education, access to resources, services, 

governance, decision making;   

Adaptive Capacity:  

provincial government  

History of responding to 

Adaptive Capacity:  commune government, 

households, individuals.    

History of responding to extreme  events  
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extreme events  Education, health, skills development;   

Decision making; innovation  

A few simple questions guide the analysis presented below:   

 Now, and in the future, how many people in Quang Binh will be affected by 

climate change?  

- Where do they live?  

- What are the trends in population?  What factors contribute to this?  

 Which social groups will be most vulnerable to climate change? Where do they 

live?  

 Which livelihoods are most vulnerable? Where are they found?    

 Conclusion: (based on contributions from ecological and social analysis) What 

should be focus on for the micro-level assessment.   

These issues are explored in the following sections. To facilitate understanding the data 

presented, we begin with an overview of Quang Binh’s administrative and governance 

arrangements.   

2.2 .2 .  Admin is t ra t ion  and Governance  

Quang Binh has eight district-level administrative units, including two urban units - the 

city of Dong Hoi, Ba Don town, the four coastal districts of Quang Trach, Bo Trach, 

Quang Ninh and Le Thuy,   and the two mountainous districts of Tuyen Hoa and Minh 

Hoa. These, and their administrative centres, are shown on Map 2.1. Within these, there 

are 159 commune-level administrative units, of which 10 are wards, eight are towns and 

141 are communes. Ba Don was elevated to township status only in 2013 and in some 

statistics is still included in Quang Trach District (Quang Binh PC 2012; Quang Binh 

Statistics Office 2014).   

Responsibilities for disaster response and climate change adaptation are divided 

between province, district and communes, with communes responsible for the front-line 

response. Table 2.3 shows the distribution of the 159 communes across the 8 districts. 

There are between 15 and 30 communes under each district, and between around 

3,000 and 7,000 people in each commune. The montane commune authorities are 

responsible for fewer people, but as shown in the next section, these are more spread 

out.   
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Map 0.1: Districts of Quang Binh province and their administrative centres 

 

2.2 .3 .  Popula t ion  

For efficient use of adaptation funds, actions should benefit as many people as 

possible, against the most important threats and addressing the most common drivers 

of vulnerability. However, this must be balanced against the bias this often establishes 

against more remote and dispersed populations.  

As populations grow, pressures on natural resources tend to increase, potentially 

exacerbating the impacts of climate change. It is important to understand where 

growth is taking place and why.  

2.2.3.1. CURRENT SITUATION 

The last census in 2009 recorded a total population for Quang Binh of 845,000 people 

and by 2013 this was estimated to have grown to 863,350 people, in approximately 

227,644 households.  Quang Binh is thus the 46th most populous province in Vietnam, 

accounting for about 1 % of the total population (2010). As will be discussed in more 

detail in the Economic Profile, Quang Binh is one of the poorest provinces in Vietnam, 

contributing little to the national GDP. These facts have implications for the attention 

and budget received from central government.   
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Table 2.3: Population-related statistics for the districts of Quang Binh, 2013 

Name of city/ 

district 

Area No. 

com-

munes 

Population 

Ha % Total % p/km

2 

p/comm 

Total 806,613 100 159 863,350 100 107 5430 

Urban Areas 

Dong Hoi city 15,657 1.9 16 114,897 13.3 737 7181 

Ba Don town 16,319 2.0 16 104,172 12.1 639 6511 

Rural Districts  

Minh Hoa  141,271 17.5 16 48,528 5.6 34 3033 

Tuyen Hoa  115,098 14.3 20 78,341 9.1 68 3917 

Quang Trach  45,070 5.6 18 104,945 12.2 233 5830 

Bo Trach  212,418 26.3 30 181,618 21.0 86 6054 

Quang Ninh  119,169 14.8 15 89,062 10.3 75 5937 

Le Thuy  141,611 17.6 28 141,787 16.4 100 5064 

Source: Quang Binh Statistical Yearbook 2014 

It is well-known that the majority of the population in Quang Binh is concentrated in the 

coastal plain. Agricultural land in Quang Binh is very limited, representing only 7% of the 

provincial land area, and the entire lowlands represent only 15% of the total - but 

support about 80% of the population. There are many small, densely populated rural 

communes and two urban districts, the latter accounting for 25% of the total 

population. The lowlands have been the locus of the most important traditional and 

intensive livelihoods:  paddy-rice growing, fishing, salt-making and trade and 

commerce, and in the modern era agri-business, heavy industry, manufacturing and 

services. The coastal plain is on the frontline of the most destructive climatic events, 

typhoons, tidal surges and will be most exposed to sea-level rise.   

The mountains comprise around 85% of the land area, but are inhabited by only 20% of 

the people. There are relatively few large, sparsely populated communes, reflecting the 

more extensive nature of traditional ethnic minority livelihoods of subsistence swidden 

cultivation and forest product gathering.  From the 1940s, the potential of the more 

remote inland valleys for paddy rice has been developed by migrating Kinh people 

and more recently, hillsides developed for commercial tree crops, such as acacia and 

certain fruit trees and other market oriented economic activities been established.   

Map 2.2 presents population density data at the commune level. The only higher 

density populations outside the lowlands are along the Gianh River valley and in district 

towns of the inland districts of Minh Hoa and Tuyen Hoa. The average population 

density for the province is 107 p/km2, but this varies from only 34 p/km2 in the inland 

district of Minh Hoa, to 735 p/km2 in the provincial capital. Map 2.3 shows the pattern of 

rural and urban settlements, illustrating how in rural areas, settlement follows roads, rivers 

and administrative centres, particularly in the low density mountainous areas. 
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Map 0.2: Density of Households by Commune, Quang Binh 

2013 
 

 
 

Map 0.3: Distribution of rural and urban settlements 
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Table 2.3 presents population-related data for the districts of Quang Binh and the 

province as a whole, showing the same pattern. With over 20% of the provincial 

population, Bo Trach is the most populous district, combining large paddy growing 

areas and the tourism centre of Phong Nha-Ke Bang, followed by Quang Ninh, 

again, with a large paddy growing area. The inland border district of Minh Hoa is 

least populated, with only 5% of the provincial total.   

2.2.3.2. POPULATION TRENDS  

To better understand climate change predictions used in this study (see Chapter 4), 

population growth rates (PGR) need to be examined. The PGR in Quang Binh is 

currently low, at 0.6% pa. Even so, if maintained, this means that the provincial 

population will increase to 944,401 in 2030, 1064,427 in 2050 and 1,435,538 in 2100.   

Population trends are, however, difficult to predict. According to GSO data for 

Quang Bing for the years 1995-2010, the present PGR represents a considerable slow-

down from a high of 1.6% pa in 1996 and an average PGR for the period of 0.85% 

pa. Vietnam’s overall PGR has decreased from  2.3 % pa in 1985 to 0.9% in 20101 , 

with the most precipitous drop occurring between 1990  and 2000, when rate 

declined from 2.2% pa to 1.2% pa. The provincial pattern thus parallels the 

population trends in the country as a whole (Figure 2.1). Both rates are equivalent to 

those of countries with high human development index scores.   

Figure 0.1: Population Growth Rates for Quang Binh, Ha Tinh, North Central 

Region and Whole Country, 1995-2011 

 

Population Growth Rates vary amongst the different districts (Figure 2.2). Currently, 

Minh Hoa has the highest rate at about 1% pa, although it also has the lowest total 

population (Table 2.3), so the numbers added are less significant ~ 5,000 pa. The 

relatively high rate is most likely related to development of the Cha Lo border 

                                           
1
 http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/average-annual-population-growth-rate 
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crossing special economic zone. The urban centre of Dong Hoi has the next highest 

growth rate. Tuyen Hoa, the other inland district, has the lowest rate at 0.3% pa.   

Migration is an important factor in the population trends in the poorer provinces of 

Vietnam, and in some cases, represents an adaptation of individuals or households 

to climate change. Migration of household members is something of a double-

edged sword: it can diversify a household’s livelihood, providing a source of cash 

income, often more reliably than a natural resources-based activity at home. 

However, it also takes labour, often the youngest and strongest, from households 

and communities, reducing their immediate ability to cope and adapt and leading 

to the phenomenon of the “empty village”. Quang Binh has experienced high levels 

of out-migration of labour in the past, and this has contributed to the low PGR 

observed. Available migration data is provided in Table 2.4, however the meaning of 

“migration rates by local” remains obscure.  

Table 2.4: Migration in Quang Binh, 2007-2014 

  

Unit Net-migration Rate 

(%) 

Migration Rates 

by local (%) 

Out-Migration Rate by 

Province (%) 

2005 -0.80 2.60 3.40 

2007 -2.40 3.30 5.70 

2008 -5.40 1.50 6.90 

2009 -9.60 1.90 11.50 

2010 -11.00 2.40 13.40 

2011 -6.3 4.00 10.30 

2012 0.00 7.60 7.60 

2013 -8.00 6.50 14.50 

2014 -5.70 5.80 11.40 

Source:  Vietnam GSO website 

Figure 0.2: Population Growth Rates by District, Quang Binh 2010-2013 
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Source: Provincial Statistics Office 

To better understand climate change predictions used in this study (see Chapter 4), 

the current growth rate means that the provincial population would increase to 

944,401 in 2030, 1064,427 in 2050 and 1,435,538 in 2100.   

2.2 .4 .  Vulnerab le  Groups  

Chapter 1 introduced the concept of vulnerability to a climate change impact as a 

function of exposure to that hazard and sensitivity that the object in question (crop, 

natural habitat, socio-ecological system, community) has to it, in the context of a 

particular vulnerable situation. 

 Different groups of people vary in terms of their exposure and sensitivity to climate 

change.  To achieve effective and just CCA, it is important to understand who they 

are, where they live and the nature of their vulnerability, including their dependence 

on ecosystem services. At the provincial level, useful social indicators and drivers of 

vulnerability, for which some data are available include: poverty, ethnicity, 

livelihoods and employment.  

2.2.4.1. THE POOR 

Poverty is one of the key determinants of the vulnerability of households and 

communities to climate change, and of their capacity to adapt2. Poverty is multi-

dimensional3 - different aspects of poverty contribute to determining peoples’ 

vulnerability to different stress factors brought by climate change. The livelihoods 

framework (DFID 2001) provides a useful basis for analysing poverty in the context of 

EbA, identifying five asset areas for consideration: natural, physical, human, financial 

and social. Thus poverty is configured by:  lack of access to natural resources and 

ecosystem services;  poor housing, remote location lacking essential infrastructure, 

lack of essential tools; lack of household labour, skills, health; lack of access to credit 

and lack of financial and food reserves to fall back on after a shock; lack of 

supportive social networks and political engagement. As some of these dimensions 

of poverty are alleviated, pressure on natural ecosystems often increases, causing 

degradation which in turn can increase peoples’ vulnerability to climate change, 

and the possibility of falling back into poverty.     

                                           
2
 In Vietnam, ‘poverty’ is calculated by two ministries utilizing different levels or thresholds: by the General 

Statistics Office (GSO) under the Ministry of Planning and Investment (MPI) against the food poverty line and 

general poverty line; and by the Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs (MoLISA) against the official 

poverty line. Both are based on income or income equivalents. Although the GSO uses an internationally 

accepted methodology, the one used by MoLISA is considered as the official poverty line. (UNDP 2012a, p:3).   
3
 From 2016-2020, Vietnam will adopt a national measure of multidimensional poverty, based on the Alkire-

Foster method, which will show the disadvantages poor people face across five different areas: i) living 
conditions; ii) income levels; iii) access to education and health care; iv) access to information; and v) access to 
insurance and social assistance. (http://www.mppn.org/mppn_news/vietnam-moves-to-multidimensional-
approach-to-poverty-reduction). 

http://www.ophi.org.uk/policy/alkire-foster-methodology/
http://www.ophi.org.uk/policy/alkire-foster-methodology/
http://www.mppn.org/mppn_news/vietnam-moves-to-multidimensional-approach-to-poverty-reduction
http://www.mppn.org/mppn_news/vietnam-moves-to-multidimensional-approach-to-poverty-reduction
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As mentioned above, Quang Binh is one of the poorer provinces in Vietnam, with 17 

% of the population counted as poor in 20164 compared to an average of 12 % 

nationally. A further 14.4% are “near poor”. The resultant total of 31.4% is quite high - 

compared to the national total of 18%. Further, it is persistently high - while some 

households may escape absolute “poverty”, few escape “near poverty” and the 

near poor are at risk of falling back into poverty. Figure 2.3 compares the 

percentage of poor and near poor households by district, showing the significance 

of near poor in some of the better off districts (Ba Don and Quang Trach).    

Figure 0.3: Percentage of poor and near poor households, by district (2015) 

 

Source: Graph produced by consultant team from information provided by DOLISA. 

In terms of the total number of poor households, this is highest in the more populous 

districts, despite their significantly lower poverty rate.   

Reasons given for the province’s relatively high poverty include its distance from the 

country’s main economic centres - Ha Noi, Da Nang and HCMC - and, more 

relevant to this study, its difficult climate.  Climate and other natural disasters 

doubtless contribute to poverty - especially turning “near poor” back to “poor” - but 

no mention is made of this in provincial statistics and studies.   

Map 2.4b shows commune level poverty rates in 2015, and indicates that poverty is 

now primarily a phenomenon of remote rural areas.  It is also most prevalent 

amongst farmers, particularly ethnic minorities and amongst fishing families (see 

below). However, according to government informants, existing data masks 

significant pockets of poverty, notably amongst the fishing communities that are 

part of the relatively most prosperous coastal communes. Data to support this 

contention is lacking.  

The main reasons for household poverty in Quang Binh are reported as:   

 lack of the means of production including access to good cultivable land  

 limited access to credit  

                                           
4
  The figure of 17% is based on the new poverty level established in 2016 using a multi-dimensional approach.  

According to the previous poverty rate in use from 2010-2015, the current rate would be 10.2%.  

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

Đồng Hới Ba Đồn Lệ Thủy Bố Trạch Quảng 
Ninh 

Quảng 
Trạch 

Tuyên
Hóa

Minh Hóa

Poverty rate Near poverty rate



12 

 

 high dependency ratio (many children/old/sick but few labourers) 

 lack of education and skills 

 lack of employment opportunities  (DOLISA, 2015) 

Unemployment is a significant problem. As elsewhere in the country, graduate 

unemployment is said to be a particular problem. The national unemployment rate is 

at 2.4 % percent, yet workers with college degrees are facing the highest 

unemployment rate of 7.2 % (MOLISA 2015); but data for Quang Binh are lacking.  

However, poverty clearly has strong links to geography and ethnicity. As we have 

already seen, overall poverty rates are highest in the inland montane districts of 

Tuyen Hoa and Minh Hoa and this is in part associated with lack of access to 

government services. Across the province 70% all ethnic minority households are 

poor, compared to 10% of Kinh households (DOLISA 2015). Figure 2.4 compares 

general poverty rates with the poverty rates for ethnic minority households for 

Quang Binh’s districts. In all districts, poverty amongst ethnic minorities is at least 

twice as high as the general poverty rate, and in Bo Trach, it is 10 times higher.   

Figure 0.4: Overall poverty rates and ethnic minority poverty rates compared 

(households, 2015) 

 

 

Source: Graph produced by consultant team from information provided by DOLISA. 

Elsewhere in Vietnam, poverty rates are also typically higher amongst female-

headed households, but data on this for Quang Binh is lacking.     

Poverty Alleviation  

Poverty alleviation in Vietnam has been driven mainly by economic growth and 

restructuring of the agricultural sector towards commodity production, but there 

have also been several more targeted poverty alleviation programmes, notably 

(National Target Programme) (NTP) - Socio-economic Development of the Most 

Vulnerable Communes in Ethnic Minority and Mountainous Areas in Vietnam aka 

Programme 135 Phases I-III (1998-2015) and Resolution 30a on Rapid and Sustainable 

Poverty Reduction (2009 - 2020). In Quang Binh, 43 communes in six districts were 

involved in the last phase of P135, but only Minh Hoa district receives support under 
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Resolution 30a. Over the years, P135 has focused mainly on infrastructure 

investments, but also included support for access to basic social services such as 

health, culture, education, housing and clean water, loans to develop income-

generating production and vocational training.  Support for forest land allocation 

under P661.  In Minh Hoa, Resolution 30a funding has focused again on infrastructure 

development - such as schools, training centres, health centres, irrigation, bridges 

and roads. In addition, in border communes the Vietnamese Peoples’ Army Border 

Defence Force carries out a range of development and relief works.  Many ethnic 

minority communities receive food relief on a regular basis, and alcohol abuse is 

quite widespread; both can undermine peoples’ adaptive capacity.   

The inter-ministerial NTP - New Rural Development (2010-2020), managed by MARD, 

does not integrate climate change adaptation or disaster risk management into its 

commune level plans, although there are some environmental targets.   

The results of these programmes in Quang Binh, as elsewhere in the country, are that 

poverty levels have declined rapidly in recent years. In 2014, only 10.2 % of 

households were below the poverty line, down from 25.2 % in 2010 - a reduction of 

about 3% pa - (Quang Binh SO 2015) and 46% in 1998 (UNDP 2012a). While 

considerable progress has been made, chronic poverty becoming more 

entrenched, and as mentioned above, disparities persist between regions and 

socio-economic groups (UNDP 2012b).  Maps 2.4a and 2.4b illustrate this. The highest 

levels of poverty remain in the remote ethnic minority dominated communes in the 

mountains bordering with Laos.    

As poverty is a key determinant of vulnerability to climate change and often of 

capacity to adapt to it, these declining poverty rates should be good news. 

However, increased household prosperity can translate into an increase in 

unsustainable use of resources and thus increase vulnerability. Further studies are 

needed to understand the relationship between poverty alleviation and ecosystem-

related climate change vulnerability at the macro-scale. 



 

   Map 0.4a: Distribution of Poverty (% Poor Households) in 

Quang Binh, 2010 
 

 

Map 2.4b: Distribution of Poverty (% Poor Households) in 

Quang Binh, 2015 
 

 

Source: Map produced by consultant team from information provided by DOLISA. 



 

2.2.4.2. ETHNIC MINORITIES6  

Some observers treat ethnicity as a special case of poverty (and thus vulnerability), 

exacerbated by language issues and remote locations that limit access to good 

education and health services. To others, ethnic minorities with their “traditional” 

livelihoods and knowledge systems are inherently adaptable in their particular 

context, and efforts to modernise and integrate minorities into the Kinh mainstream, 

or provide permanent safety nets of food relief, represent a kind of 

“maladaptation”.   

Quang Binh has 15 groups of ethnic minority people with a total population of about 

22,000, in approximately 5,000 households (2015). This represents 2.5% of the total 

population of the province, compared to the national figure of 13%, and about 1.8% 

of Vietnam’s total ethnic minority population (of approximately 12 million people). In 

2009, 14,800 of the total ethnic minority population lived in the 13 communes in the 

immediate buffer zone of Phong Nha-Ke Bang, where they represented about 20% 

of the buffer zone population.   

Map 0.5: Distribution of the main Ethnic Minority Groups in Quang Binh 
 

 



 

There are two main ethnic groups in Quang Binh, each with a number of sub-groups, 

and six other smaller groups with less than 100 people in total. More information is 

provided in Table 2.5. The largest group is the Bru-Van Kieu, who number around 

14,000 people or 73% of the province’s ethnic minorities. They belong to the large 

and widespread Austroasiatic language group, which nationally comprises 21 ethnic 

groups and 2.6 million people. The largest sub-group in Quang Binh is the Van Kieu; 

they live in nine communes in Quang Ninh and Le Thuy. The Khua live in 7 communes 

in Minh Hoa district. Other sub-groups include the Macoong and the Tri. The Bru-Van-

Kieu are quite assimilated with the majority Kinh population, relatively well-educated 

and engaged in commercial crop production and trading. They still grow upland 

rice, but also cultivate in paddy rice and forest crops on allocated forest land. One 

Van Kieu group of about 450 people still lives in Phong Nha-Ke Bang - the Doong 

village enclave in the south-eastern corner of the park, a situation made possible by 

a forest protection contract (QB PC 2012b).  

The Chut number only around 6,000 people nationally about 5,500 of whom (26% of 

total EM) live in Minh Hoa, Tuyen Hoa and Bo Trach; the remaining members live in 

neighbouring Ha Tinh. Of the five sub-groups, the Sach is most widespread. The Arem 

used to live in caves in and around Phong Nha-Ke Bang and 89 households now live 

in a resettlement village (Ban 39) close to the margin of the park. Other groups 

include the Malieng, Ruc and May. The Chut are linguistically related to the Kinh, but 

characterised as “traditional”, living a more isolated, subsistence way of life, growing 

hill rice in difficult upland environments and collecting forest products.  

Ethnic minority livelihoods are typically highly dependent on natural resources. Hill 

rice, grown in upland swidden plots is the staple crop, but vulnerable to drought, 

and food shortages are increasingly common. The socio-ecological system of ethnic 

minorities is described in more detail in Chapter     

Despite many government programmes, discussed above, ethnic minority poverty 

remains stubbornly high. Government development goals do not always tally with 

ethnic minorities’ own preferences. Many ethnic minority communities receive food 

relief on a regular basis, and alcohol abuse is quite widespread; both can 

undermine peoples’ adaptive capacity.    

The distribution of the main ethnic minority settlements is show on Map 2.5. Nearly all 

settlements are in mountainous areas of five districts, in 28 of the province’s 159 

communes.  Many of the settlements are located in reach of major transport 

arteries: the HCM Highway comes in from Ha Tinh, loops around PNKB, then splits into 

two branches, and the western branch continues through the mountains climbing 

the Huoi Nam Se River before entering Quang Tri. The Asia Highway # 131, linking 

Vung Anh port in Ha Tinh with Laos and Thailand, crosses Trong Hoa and Dan Hoa 

communes in Minh Hoa district and the border crossing at Cho La is being 

developed as a special economic zone, so the road is broad and traffic quite 

heavy. One group, is however, quite isolated. This is the community of about 500 

households living in an upland watershed between PNKB and the Lao border in Bo 



 

Trach District. There is a border crossing here, but because the road must first cross 

the national park, traffic is very limited - as are facilities and services.    

At the commune level, most of the ethnic minority groups mix with other groups, 

although villages may be exclusive to one group.  In 12 of the communes, more 

than one ethnic minority group resides, and all communes have populations of Kinh 

people. For the 19 communes (three districts) with data, ethnic minorities on 

average represent 25 % of the total households. In seven of those communes, 

minorities represent less than 10% of the population, and in six, they represent over 

50% of the population.  The highest percentage is found Trong Hoa commune in 

Minh Hoa district, where of the total of 783 households, 95.5% are Malieng, belonging 

to the Chut ethnic minority. Only Minh Hoa District has substantial numbers of ethnic 

minority people, but this is still only 20% of the total district population.   



 

Table 2.5: Population of Ethnic Minority Groups in Quang Binh, by District (2007 and 2015) 

Sources:  Ethnic Minorities of Quang Binh (2007) 

 

 

District  Chut  Bru-Van Kieu Muong Other TOTAL 
TOTAL 

HH 

2015 Sach Ruc Arem May Malieng TOTAL Van Kieu Macoong Khua Tri TOTAL 

Urban Areas                

Dong Hoi city                

Ba Don town                

Rural Districts                 

Minh Hoa  2579 437 7 1163 540 4726   4244  4244 37 52 9059 2377 

Tuyen Hoa  62    487 549   6  6 10 21 586 178 

Quang Trach                   

Bo Trach  14  149   163 495 1848  72 2415 21 6 2605 688 

Quang Ninh         2848    2848     834 

Le Thuy         4771    4771  2 4773 1262 

Total (2007) 2655 437 156 1163 1027 5438 8114 1848 4250 72 14284 68 81 19871  

Total (2015)       5848     16425   22285 5339 



 

2.2.4.3. LIVEHOODS AND VULNERABILITY 

Livelihoods that are dependent on natural resources tend to be more vulnerable to 

the changing climate. These typically include fishing and agriculture.  Further, the 

less diversified a family’s livelihood is, the more vulnerable it is likely to be since if one 

livelihood suffers impacts of climate change, they lack alternatives to fall back on.   

Specific studies on the relationship between livelihoods and poverty and thus 

vulnerability to climate change in Quang Binh are lacking. However, it is generally 

accepted that jobs or livelihoods dependent on renewable natural resources 

(agriculture, forestry, fisheries) are more vulnerable to climate change because the 

resource base itself is vulnerable - to drought, storms, flooding, pests and diseases, 

wind and the like. Chapter 5 examines livelihoods in Quang Binh in the context of 

about 30 socio-ecological systems. The SES then provides the basis for assessing 

exposure, sensitivity and vulnerabilities across the province.  

The data on employment and livelihoods available for Quang Binh is limited. Table 

2.6 provides information for 2010, breaking down the provincial workforce into seven 

main sectors. Obviously this obscures a lot of diversity important for understanding 

vulnerability to climate change. In 2010, the workforce, defined as persons over 15 

years of age5, totalled 518,191 people, and 454,536 people or 87% of the workforce 

was employed. Over 65% of the workforce was engaged in agriculture and forestry 

(56.2%) and fisheries (9.4%), activities that are inherently vulnerable to climate events 

and change. Figures are not available, but many of these people will be self-

employed. The other main sectors are services (20%) industry (mining and 

processing, 10%), construction (4.1%) and eight per cent of the workforce is 

employed in the state sector. Many of these will be in waged employment, and their 

livelihoods less vulnerable to climatic events and changes. Only 22% of the 

workforce is formally trained and only 3.8% trained to an intermediate or high level, 

implying that nearly 80% of the workforce is considered “untrained”. The workforce is 

increasing at nearly 5% per year.   

  

                                           
5
  According to the International Labour Organisation definition, no upper age limit is stated.  



 

Table 2.6: Employment and employment mix in Quang Binh in 2010 

Sector No. 

labourers 

% 

Agriculture and Forestry 255,347 56.2 

Fisheries 42,150 9.4 

Construction 18,574 4.1 

Mining – processing  45,786 10.0 

Trade, vehicle repair 34,753 7.6 

Hospitality 9,206 2.0 

Transport, storage, communication  9,699 2.1 

Other 39,021 8.6 

TOTAL  454,536 100 

Source:  Quang Binh Statistical Year Book, 2010 

 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 2.3

In this chapter we have assessed and mapped the key social data relating to 

climate change and ecosystem-based adaptation to it, at the provincial level 

Quang Binh: population and vulnerable groups.  

The densest populations in Quang Binh are in the coastal lowlands. Here too are the 

largest numbers of poor people, and here too people are on the front-line for many 

of the region’s most severe climate events. But in the lowlands, people also have the 

best communications, infrastructure, market access and services, the greatest scope 

for alternative livelihoods and the best institutional support in time of need. Although 

the provincial population is increasing slowly, the fastest increase is taking place in 

the lowlands, where exposure is greatest. The growing population is accompanied 

by increasing urbanisation, which may exacerbate certain climate related problems 

- like flooding and heat stress.   

The poorest and most marginalised people in Quang Binh are the ethnic minorities 

living in the mountains. With over 22,000 people, their population is small, but 

significant. They have the least diversified livelihoods, and most limited access to 

infrastructure and services to support those livelihoods. As such, they are potentially 

extremely vulnerable to climatic event, and government programmes, though well-

meaning, neglect to engage with the people in planning their own futures, and 

often create dependencies which can undermine initiative and adaptation 

capacity.   

The majority of the Quang Binh workforce (65%) is engaged in agriculture, forestry 

and fisheries - all based on natural resources and all vulnerable, to a greater or lesser 

extent, to extreme climatic events and to climate change.  

This initial analysis suggests that, from the social perspective, priorities for micro-level 

assessment and adaptation action would be  



 

 upland ethnic minorities 

 poor inshore fishing communities along the coast  

 people engaged in agriculture forestry and fisheries generally 
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