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Abstract

This paper explores the maintenance of livelihoods under climate, environmental, and economic development pressures,
through the case of Thang Binh District in Quang Nam Province, Vietnam. Within widespread recognition of the need to link
sustainable livelihoods approaches with climate change adaptation, there is growing awareness of the importance of people-
centered approaches which keep the diverse experience, capabilities, and knowledges of the most vulnerable at the heart of
sustainable livelihoods thinking. In response, this paper explores the conditions for changes in modes of livelihoods in a case
study area where top-down strategies for sustainable livelihoods are met with residents’ diverse experiences of vulnerability,
and where climate and environmental changes shape residents’ relations with the landscape. The research is undertaken
via interviews with residents, farmers/fishers, and local government officials. Our study finds that whilst government-led
initiatives for sustainable livelihoods are welcomed in the locality, inflexible policies can make it challenging for the most
vulnerable people to access support. Moreover, residents see the capacity to live with and respond to extreme weather events
as a critical component of maintaining a sustainable livelihood. Our findings reinforce international literature, showing that
‘the poor’ are not a homogenous category, and illustrate the importance of attention to the smallest levels of government
who are tasked with putting sustainable livelihoods initiatives into practice in relation to people’s daily lives.

Keywords Climate change - Coastal communities - Quang Nam Province - Sustainable livelihoods - Vietnam
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governments, farmers, fishers, and residents in Thang Binh,
we assess experiences of livelihood maintenance in an area
facing both rapid economic development and increasing
climate and environmental stresses. Our findings make a
contribution to the existing literature on people-centered
approaches by highlighting three areas of attention: who
within a community is considered ‘vulnerable’ and how are
they defined; how people’s own knowledges and experiences
of living with climate and environmental change as part of
a sustainable livelihood mesh with techno-scientific under-
standings of risks to livelihoods; and the roles and limita-
tions of the smallest scales of government in putting liveli-
hood transitions and transformations into action.

Background and context

Sustainable livelihoods under climate change
pressures

This paper explores issues around the maintenance of liveli-
hoods under environmental, economic, and social changes,
focusing on a coastal zone setting in a middle-income coun-
try. In coastal areas, climate threats may be more immediate
and urgent when compared to inland areas (McGranahan
et al. 2007). Yet, in low- and middle-income countries, pov-
erty alleviation is an additional, urgent pressure in addition
to climate change imperatives, and may be accompanied by
nationally led development goals (Roberts 2010). Colonial
histories, and an associated lack of investment in technology
and infrastructure compared to the Global North, can lead
to a lack of environmental data and skills to address com-
plex socio-environmental issues (Nightingale et al. 2019;
Shih et al. 2020). These concomitant social, economic, and
environmental pressures can force decision-makers towards
pragmatic shorter-term outcomes which balance climate
and socio-economic development imperatives (Sarkki et al.
2017).

Partly as a means of balancing these pressures, sustain-
able livelihood approaches are increasingly being linked
with climate change adaptation. The idea of sustainable
livelihoods has long been used in the context of rural areas,
especially in low- and middle-income countries (Bebbing-
ton 1999; Scoones 1998). Lu and Lora-Wainwright (2014)
explain that sustainable livelihoods are an organising con-
cept for understanding livelihood strategies and outcomes,
one which emphasises rural people’s views of their lives and
the environment they live in and pays attention to livelihood
resources, access to different kinds of capital, and broader
institutional factors.

More recent work has, however, made explicit links
between sustainable livelihoods and adaptation to cli-
mate change. Davies et al. (2013) hold that thinking about

@ Springer

responses to climate change in terms of sustainable liveli-
hoods can help to imagine longer term transformations for
climate- and disaster-resilient livelihoods, rather than only
short-term coping strategies for shocks and stresses. Clay
(2018:14), arguing for stronger integration of sustainable
livelihoods and climate change adaptation, similarly believes
that thinking in terms of livelihoods—that is, “everyday
tasks that people do and how those articulate with social,
environmental and institutional contexts”—can help to visu-
alise and make sense of complex pathways to climate change
adaptation. It is also argued that in a crowded field of com-
peting actors and techno-scientific data which tends towards
systems-thinking approaches to complex climate change and
sustainability problems, thinking in terms of livelihoods can
help to keep the focus on outcomes that support the poorest
and most vulnerable (Tanner et al. 2015).

The maintenance of livelihoods is thus argued to be a
helpful lens through which to consider localised responses
to multiple economic, environmental, and climate pressures.
What such sustainable livelihoods look like and how they
might be achieved is, however, less clear. Cannon (2013)
argues that sustainable livelihoods need to shift people away
from climate-dependent livelihoods (for example, agricul-
ture and fisheries) and into alternative modes supported by
top-down initiatives including social protection, insurance,
and retraining. Environmental and climate changes place
increasing pressure on communities’ and households’ live-
lihoods, even as adaptive actions are being taken (Biggs
et al. 2018; Tran and James 2017). Yet, scholarship also
suggests that community-level actions—and some aspects
of climate-dependent livelihoods—can in themselves be a
source of strength in imagining and enacting sustainable
futures for a locality. Attention to these ‘bottom-up’ factors
may uncover motivations for change from the personal level
(Nguyen et al. 2019); take advantage of indigenous knowl-
edge and traditional practices that can support communities
in the face of shocks and stresses (Biggs et al. 2018; Lin and
Liu 2016); and strengthen cultural confidence while uncov-
ering possible synergies between environmental protection
and traditional practices (Lin and Chang 2013). It is also
important to acknowledge, however, that already wealthier
or more educated households may have more ability to diver-
sify their livelihoods and remain in their communities, rather
than depending on subsistence or migrating to urban areas
(Tran and James 2017).

Aims and objectives

The overall aim of this paper is hence to explore the condi-
tions for changes in modes of livelihoods in a Vietnamese
coastal commune facing rapid economic development and
top-down sustainable livelihood strategies, where residents
have their own understandings of and relations with the
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landscape, and where climate and environmental changes
are informing residents’ relations with the land. We speak in
particular to the idea that people understand sustainability,
and climate and environmental change, in relation to wider
narratives of their lives and relation with the local environ-
ment in which they live (Borie et al. 2019; Dahlstrom 2014).
We follow the ethos of Ayeb-Karlsson (2016: 680) and pro-
vide a “qualitative, people-centred perspective on climate
change, environmental stress, and livelihood resilience” that
makes a contribution to the existing literature by illustrating
how sustainable livelihood transitions and transformations
are understood and experienced by the people such initia-
tives ought to benefit. Specifically, we:

(a) clarify challenges for sustainable livelihoods in the case
study area;

(b) understand top-down and ‘official’ responses to sus-
tainable livelihoods under climate and environmen-
tal change in Thang Binh District, and how these are
viewed by residents;

(c) evaluate less formal community or household strategies
towards the maintenance of livelihoods under overarch-
ing climate, environmental, and economic development
pressures in Thang Binh District.

It is also important to acknowledge that whilst the focus
of this paper is not resilience per se, Dunning (2020) argues
that it is impossible to discuss complexity, vulnerability,
adaptive management, integration, and participation in a
coastal context without also considering resilience. In places
where we refer to resilience, we therefore mean the capacity
of individuals, households, or communities to absorb distur-
bances and adapt to changes to maintain functions (Walker
2020). A table of key terms and how we interpret them is
included in Table 1.

Study area
Quang Nam Province

The study area is Thang Binh District, Quang Nam Province,
Vietnam. Quang Nam Province (see Figs. 1 and 2) is located
on the south central coast of Vietnam, and along with other
coastal provinces of Vietnam has been assessed as being
at high risk from sea-level rise and extreme events such as
flooding and storm surges associated with climate change
(IPCC 2018; United Nations Development Programme
2019). The coastal area of Quang Nam is influenced by
typhoons, tropical depressions, flooding, droughts, saline
intrusion, and coastal erosion (Viet et al. 2017). In recent
years, due to the impact of climate change and socio-eco-
nomic development patterns, floods and droughts in the area

have increased (Vu and Hoang 2013). According to Quang
Nam’s Action Plan to Respond to Climate Change, under a
range of scenarios to 2030, most of Quang Nam Province’s
low-lying coastal communes will be subject to flooding and
storms, and up to 30% of the total area could be affected
by saline water by the 2020s (DANIDA 2013; Quang Nam
Province 2013). This puts most sectors and socio-economic
activities at risk from climate change, especially agriculture,
tourism, and fisheries (Quang Nam Province 2013).

Thang Binh District

Thang Binh District is located in the middle of Quang Nam
Province (see Fig. 2). This study focuses in particular on
the coastal areas of Thang Binh District (see Fig. 3), which
cover about two-fifths of Thang Binh’s total area with
25 km of coastline running along 4 coastal communes: Binh
Duong, Binh Minh, Binh Hai, and Binh Nam. In the UNDP
Vietnam Climate Risk Index (2019), Thang Binh District has
been rated ‘very high’ risk for storm hazard and superstorm
surge; ‘high’ risk for flood hazard; and ‘high risk’ for annual
rainfall change under the IPCC RCPS8.5 (business as usual)
scenario by 2050 (UNDP 2019). Due to the presence of a
large river, flat land, and proximity to the sea, these four
coastal communes are at particular risk from climate-related
hazards. This easternmost part of the district—located on
both sides of the Truong Giang River—is a coastal area,
with a flat coastline and extensive beach and sand dune land-
scape. Although this area is a strip of land between the river
and sea, due to the lakes and rivers, people have settled there
for a long time, with livelihoods based on fishing as well as
agriculture, aquaculture, and trading. Thang Binh District
is currently implementing a new programme, targeted in
particular at farmers and rural areas, under the Government
of Vietnam’s National Target Programme on New Rural
Development. This programme aims to shift the economic
structure of Thang Binh towards increasing the proportion
of construction industry, trade, and services; and raising the
efficiency of agricultural production. Ten industrial clusters
have also been planned, six at a detailed stage of planning
(Quang Nam Province 2018).

There has been investment in Thang Binh District into
climate change adaptation measures. These include the con-
struction of dams to prevent saline intrusion of high tide
and sea-level rise; building drainage canal systems to reduce
flood risk; construction of pumping stations to supply water
for rice and other crops when irrigation water is lacking;
and consolidation of agriculture and drainage systems to
adapt to saline intrusion. Such investment has come from
the province and state level within Vietnam, as well as from
international aid organisations including the Danish Inter-
national Development Agency (see, e.g., DANIDA 2013).
Quang Nam Province and Thang Binh District are listed as
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Fig. 1 Location of Quang Nam Province in Vietnam (source: adapted from map tiles by Stamen Design, under CC BY 3.0. Data by CartoDB
and OpenStreetMap, under ODbL)
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ADMINISTRATIVE MAP OF QUANG NAM PROVINCE
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Fig.2 Map of Quang Nam Province (source: created by authors)

priority one areas by the Vietnamese government for pro-
jects and research into climate change, including interna-
tional cooperation (interview 1, DPI, Quang Nam Province;
interview 2, DARD, Thang Binh District) (Fig. 3).

Method

As a single case study (Yin 1984), this paper primarily makes
a contribution to the existing theory on sustainable liveli-
hoods in relation to climate and environmental change. As
a coastal district facing both climate and economic devel-
opment pressures, Thang Binh and the wider Quang Nam
area is a useful case study to explore the maintenance of
livelihoods in times of environmental, economic, and social
changes. As laid out in the “Background and context”, in this

@ Springer

(ECODE, 2019)

paper, we understand livelihoods and their relation to climate
change adaptation through people’s everyday tasks and their
relation to social, environmental, and institutional contexts
(Clay 2018), taking a qualitative and people-centred approach
(Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 2016). Within this methodological tra-
dition, the quality of research is assessed in relation to its
rigour (i.e., justification of sampling strategy, connection to
underpinning conceptual basis) as opposed to the language
of validity and representativeness associated with positivist
research (Teel et al. 2018). Accordingly, this section sets out
the process through which the research was undertaken.
Data were collected through in-depth interviews con-
ducted on the coast of Quang Nam Province in summer
2019. Given the complexity of the topic and the impor-
tance of narrative context outlined above, a grounded
theory-type approach to data collection and analysis was
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ADMINISTRATIVE MAP OF THANG BINH DISTRICT
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followed. Similar to the previous research into the social
dimensions of sustainability, climate and environmental
change and/or coastal regions (e.g., Yuill et al. 2019), a
grounded-type approach was used in this study to allow
issues which respondents themselves deemed to be of
importance to be identified, rather than imposing an a
priori analytical framework. As per Biagini et al. (2014)
and Hopkins et al. (2016), however, given that this study
aims to refine and develop the existing conceptual work on

(ECODE, 2019)

sustainable livelihoods under climate and environmental
pressures, the grounded approach was used only to allow
interpretative flexibility during data collection and analy-
sis. In other words, the themes and ideas identified during
analysis were ultimately fed back into existing conceptual
work on sustainable livelihoods and climate change adap-
tation, rather than building new theories from the ground
up in the way one would expect from a strict grounded
theory approach (Strauss and Corbin 1994).
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The broad topic of the research—sustainability in live-
lihoods under climate and environmental change for rural
coastal communities in a specific district—was developed
through review of existing scholarly literature to set the
study objectives. Specific areas of questioning were then
clarified through discussion within the research team (the
question schedule is included as Supplementary Material
1). Following the grounded type-approach outlined above,
analysis was conducted through a structured workshop
involving all research team members. Insights gained from
the interviews were grouped into themes through an iterative
discussion-based process, with themes and clusters refined
until all team members were in agreement. Supplementary
Material 2 shows the thematic ‘map’ produced through this
analytical process.

In total, 50 people were interviewed across 14 interviews
(Table 2). Interviewees were selected to cover (a) the differ-
ent levels of government within the coastal areas of Thang
Binh District (province, district, and commune) responsi-
ble for setting and enacting policy relevant to livelihoods,
sustainability, and climate and environmental change; and
(b) citizens living in coastal communes assessed at being at
high climate and disaster risk (UNDP 2019) and working in
sectors (agriculture and fisheries) identified at being at risk
within Quang Nam Province’s action plan on climate change
(Quang Nam Province 2013). Given the strong emphasis in
the literature on gender differences in vulnerability (e.g.,
Goldin et al. 2019), particular attention was paid to ensur-
ing female respondents were represented at commune level.

Table 2 Information on interviewees

It is important to acknowledge the power relations and
cultural differences within the research team. The research
team comprised a mixture of academics working at “West-
ern’ institutions, and Vietnamese researchers from academic
institutions and NGOs. Reflecting wider trends within social
science, reflexivity around decolonising methodologies,
and fostering collaborative research practices across differ-
ent knowledge systems (Zanotti and Palomino-Schalscha
2016) were hence of the utmost importance. The research
team attempted to address this imperative through collabo-
rative refinement of both the research questions and ana-
lytical themes in structured workshop-type settings before
and after entering the field. Reflecting the observations of
Fuhrmann and Schiele (2017) on undertaking transcultural
research in Vietnam, such collaboration also entailed sensi-
tivity to Vietnamese research norms (e.g., note-taking rather
than audio-recording) and the production of a detailed and
structured interview schedule to reconcile the desire for
open-ended discussion-type questions with the more struc-
tured questioning usually undertaken in Vietnam. In line
with administrative regulations in Vietnam, the provincial,
district, and commune People’s Committees also had to be
contacted for permission to conduct research. Whilst this
inevitably influences the kind of research that can be con-
ducted, the research team worked to develop areas of ques-
tioning focusing on knowledge, policies, and experiences
of climate and environmental change, that did not address
topics of a highly contentious nature yet would still allow
academically meaningful insights to be gained on resilient

Inter- Interviewee(s) Location Number of
view people inter-
number viewed
1 Quang Nam Provincial People’s Committee Department of Agriculture and Rural Develop-  Tam Ky City 5

ment (1 male); Department of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs (2 male); Department of

Planning and Investment (1 female); Department of Natural Resources and Environment (1

male)
2 Thang Binh District People’s Committee, Department of Agriculture and Rural Develop- Ha Lam Town 3

ment (3 male)

Binh Hai Commune People’s Committee, Chair and Vice-Chair (2 male)
Binh Nam Commune People’s Committee, Chair and Vice-Chair (2 male)

3
4
5 Farmers (7 female, 1 male)

6 Farmers (6) and fisher (2) (2 female, 6 male)
7 Farmers (6) and fishers (1) (0 female, 7 male)
8 Farmers (7 female, 0 male)

9 People’s committee employees (2 female)

10 Farmer (1 female)

11 Fisher (1 male)

12 Farmer (1 female)

13 Farmers (2 female)

14 Stallholder/former farmer (1 female)

Binh Hai Commune
Binh Nam Commune
Binh Hai Commune
Binh Hai Commune

2

2

8

8
Binh Hai Commune 7
Binh Hai Commune 7
Binh Nam Commune 2
Binh Nam Commune 1
Binh Nam Commune 1
Binh Nam Commune 1
Binh Nam Commune 2
1

Binh Nam Commune

@ Springer
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and sustainable livelihood challenges under climate and
environmental change. All interviews were undertaken in
Vietnamese and led by a Vietnamese member of the research
team. In the field, the research team divided into sub-groups
of 3 people, with a second Vietnamese researcher with good
English capability interpreting and a UK-based researcher
asking follow-up questions thereafter.

Findings

We structure the Findings around the three aims laid out
in the “Background and context”: to clarify challenges for
sustainable livelihoods in the case study area; to understand
top-down and ‘official’ responses to sustainable livelihoods
under climate and environmental change, and how these are
viewed by residents; and to evaluate less formal community
or household strategies towards the maintenance of liveli-
hoods under overarching climate, environmental, and eco-
nomic development pressures.

What are some of the challenges to sustainable
livelihoods on the Thang Binh coast?

Given the interest of this paper in sustainable livelihoods,
Table 3 provides a qualitative overview of livelihood assets
in Binh Hai and Binh Nam Communes (based on informa-
tion elicited in interviews) to summarise the main opportu-
nities and challenges towards sustainable livelihoods, and
provide context for the whole Findings section.

Interviewees suggested that fisheries, agriculture, and
aquaculture, already precarious forms of employment, are
becoming even more challenging with environmental pres-
sures. Coastal communes face frequent coastal and river
flooding from the Truong Giang River; 4-5 severe storms
annually; and extreme heat which local officials believe are
aresult of climate change (interview 2, DARD, Thang Binh
District). Extreme heat reduces the quality of farmland soil
and limits the availability of irrigation water, leading to
the abandonment of farmland (interview 2, DARD, Thang
Binh District). Storms, meanwhile, are dangerous for fishers
given the small size of their boats and reduce the number of
days in which fishing can take place (interview 3, Binh Hai
Commune PPC). Citizens report saltwater intrusion affecting
productivity, low rice prices, and risk of crop disease, all of
which create risk for households (interview 6, farmers, Binh
Hai Commune).

Industrial areas and tourist resorts are being promoted on
the coast as an alternative livelihood model (see Sect. 5.2).
The development of such infrastructure is driven by
the existing and ongoing drive for socio-economic develop-
ment, with investment from national government to develop
the Quang Nam coast (interview 9, Binh Nam PPC staff).

Yet, the construction of industrial and tourism infrastructure
involves the removal of mangrove and land-based coastal
forests, which act as an important buffer for coastal com-
munes against flooding and storm surges (interview 4,
Binh Nam Commune PPC). As climatic changes reduce
the viability of citizens’ traditional livelihoods in the local
area, the infrastructure designed to create alternative liveli-
hoods and reduce socio-economic vulnerability may thus
have the unfortunate effect of increasing citizens’ exposure
to extreme events.

It is also worth noting that the techno-scientific data
underpinning claims to climate change and the negative
effects of infrastructure development are less clear. Respond-
ents reported that the provincial Department of Natural
Resources and Environment is in charge of collecting data
on environmental change and reporting to local government
(interview 1, DONRE, Quang Nam Province); and that after
extreme events, data are collected by the disaster prevention
committee (interview 1, DARD, Quang Nam Province). At
commune level, however, both officials and citizens relied
more on their own personal sense that climate was chang-
ing, sometimes having to make decisions under increas-
ingly complex situations based on their own experience and
knowledge, instead of waiting for government instructions or
warnings (interview 4, Binh Nam Commune PPC).

Maintenance of livelihoods on the Thang Binh coast thus
happens in a context where (a) the local effects of climate
and environmental change are acknowledged by all levels
of society; yet, (b) government interventions designed to
enhance the sustainability of livelihoods may increase peo-
ple’s exposure to extreme events; and (c) specific and imme-
diate knowledge on how climate and environmental changes
are affecting society may be lacking at the lowest levels of
government where actions need to be implemented.

What are the top-down and ‘official’ responses
to sustainable livelihoods under climate

and environmental change, and how are these
viewed by residents?

In Thang Binh, the direction of livelihood change is from
agriculture, fisheries and aquaculture, to other industries
such as textiles, construction, and tourism (interview 1, DPI,
Quang Nam Province; interview 2, DARD, Thang Binh Dis-
trict). Investment in industrial zones and tourism does create
jobs viewed as attractive to those working in agriculture,
aquaculture, or fisheries—to the extent that some locals
actively abandon farming and fishing (interview 2, DARD,
Thang Binh District). The physically challenging and in
cases dangerous nature of farming and fishing work was
cited by respondents as a factor encouraging them to transi-
tion to new lifestyle modes (interview 6, farmers, Binh Hai
Commune; interview 14, stallholder, Binh Nam Commune);
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as were the effects of saltwater intrusion and sea-level rise
on reducing productivity of farmland from two rice crops a
year to one, and leading to abandonment (interview 4, Binh
Nam PPC; interview 6, farmers, Binh Nam Commune). Even
for those continuing to work in agriculture, aquaculture, and
fisheries, technological improvements supported by govern-
ment training can increase productivity and free up time for
other income-generating activities (interview 9, Binh Nam
PPC staff; interview 11, fisher, Binh Nam Commune).
Negative effects of climate change are used to justify
retraining citizens for different kinds of work, particularly
by higher levels of government (e.g., interview 1, DLISA,
Quang Nam Province; interview 2, DARD, Thang Binh Dis-
trict). Citizens themselves spoke positively of the potential

Residents will open houses to shelter neighbours in storms

People not very concerned about local authority advice.
Sometimes local authority has to strictly force people to
follow their instructions to prepare for a disaster

Organised many training courses on climate change adapta-
tion, but number of participants very small. Lack of aware-
ness among citizens, and anxiety to join formal training
sessions and meetings at the People’s Committee. Afraid
to try new things or change

czé for livelihood transitions—both retraining into industrial/
= construction work and introducing new technology into
=]
A farming and fishing—to maintain productivity and reduce
- = poverty. It was noted that lives in the community were
.2 o= L8 . . . ..
6E g_3% improving because of increase in income and employment
o 5 < 17} . . .. . . .
2.3 .g 2 o (interview 10, citizen, Binh Nam commune; interview 11,
58 £28E5 i ;
< B s ’
= 5558 fisher, Binh Nam Commune); and that government support
=9 15} .. . .. . .
22 3 £ s P was welcomed in improving living standards (interview 5,
(== iz @ . . .
o S % R farmers, Binh Hai Commune). Equally, though, climate
5 = . . Lo
%2 £§5% 5 and environmental changes in cases reduce motivation to
=] s & . . ..
Sg 8285 improve agricultural productivity through technology, due
% — g ¢ O 2 . . . . .
2 § & j:’ Z E to the risk of investing in a disaster-prone area for farmers
< . . .
I % B % g who already have only small land and no capital (interview
o & 0= 3 = . .
2 gEg85z=s 8, farmers, Binh Hai Commune).
Qo 2T I o . ..
8= é ER R At the same time, however, citizens and lower levels of
S = 0 3T
58 = \{ u A% u
§8=28- 8¢ overnment argue that not everyone benefits equally from
2Z2ESERE . o . .
EZE5=29 53 the drive for livelihood transition on the Thang Binh coast.
=] ] = = . .
|55 = é).a & 2 g Research elsewhere in Vietnam has shown strong age-
S = 1= . .
E § =g é o % 28 dependency in the uptake of work elsewhere, with younger

people (especially men) going to factories and cities and
sending remittances home (Narciso 2017) which may have
both positive and negative effects on the livelihoods of those
remaining in rural areas (Adger et al. 2002). These trends
did not arise in the context of Thang Binh District, perhaps
as a result of training courses to give younger people an
opportunity to work in industrial parks or tourist areas less
than 10 km from their home, providing a stable income and
allowing them to return home daily (interview 3, Binh Hai
PPC; interview 4, Binh Nam PPC). Nonetheless, especially
for female workers, age affects how easily they can transition
livelihood, with limited support for older women (interviews
12 and 13 with farmers, Binh Nam Commune). Women
younger than 35—40 were reported to have more opportuni-
ties to participate in retraining programmes, whereas older
workers face barriers due to perceived poorer health (inter-
view 4 with Binh Nam Commune People’s Committee).
Thus, whilst changing social dynamics do give women a
more equal say in household finances (e.g., interview 14
with stallholder, Binh Nam Commune) and whilst women

Community membership, social networks

Table 3 (continued)
Asset type Example indicators

Social
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are taking on community leadership roles in climate change
training events (interview 3, Binh Hai PPC), the extent to
which higher level government policy facilitates transitions
to sustainable livelihoods may be open to question. A fre-
quently cited reason for this, as we now elaborate, is the
inflexibility of policy structures.

Governments at the district and commune level—by
their own admission—Ilargely have to follow directions
from higher levels of government when it comes to deci-
sions over how to facilitate sustainable livelihoods under a
changing economy and environment. Definitions for who
is classified as ‘vulnerable’—and hence who is prioritised
in livelihood transition interventions—are set by central
government criteria and policies (interview 1, DPI, Quang
Nam Province). Although this means that people meeting
the requirement, generally those in possession of a poverty
certificate, will receive priority, this system also means
that there is no differentiation between different categories
of vulnerable people such as women, children, or elderly
(interview 1, DARD, Quang Nam Province). It has been
suggested that poverty certificates are sought after due to the
healthcare and education benefits which they bring, and that
local government methods to determine who is allocated a
poverty certificate are unreliable and subjective (Reis 2012;
Roelen 2018). Indeed, whilst citizens felt that older peo-
ple were affected most when disasters happened, it was not
necessarily the case that such people would receive support
if they were not certified as being in poverty (interview 13,
farmers, Binh Nam Commune). The need to follow central
government definitions and protocols makes it hard to sup-
port groups within the ‘vulnerable’ category—such as older
women—who may need additional support.

Indeed, government officials working at the commune
level highlighted the difficulties in implementing govern-
ment-oriented policies and measures to maintain the sus-
tainability of livelihoods. National government policy can
be too generalised for local governments to know how to
implement (interview 1, DARD, Quang Nam Province).
Accessing financial support requires citizens to meet a
number of criteria and follow a range of complex processes,
and thereafter follow strict requirements for spending and
reporting. The accompanying paperwork can be challenging
for citizens who may not be familiar with complex applica-
tion and reporting processes (interview 3, Binh Hai PPC).
Even if support is available, constraints on usage mean
that it may not be targeted towards the right actions. The
Binh Hai People’s Committee explained that whilst there
are support policies and mechanisms, at the time of inter-
view, the available support cannot meet the specific demands
of local residents—in this case, to allow the commune to
build underground storm shelters and provide swimming
lessons for children (interview 4, Binh Hai PPC). Farmers
too, whilst grateful for government support, felt that formal

@ Springer

training in new techniques to boost agricultural productivity
was of little value if they were not subsequently provided
with resources to put such techniques into practice (inter-
view 7, farmers, Binh Hai Commune). As such, whilst there
is a breadth of policies and initiatives to enable sustainable
livelihoods on the Thang Binh coast, the restrictive policy
frameworks within which these are deployed can deter citi-
zens from accessing support, and prevent decision-makers
at the commune level from taking actions that they feel are
appropriate to the local context.

The complex policy landscape around support for live-
lihood transition is further confused by external support
from NGOs, charities, the private sector, and foreign state
donors. Quang Nam Province has been targeted by Korean
aid in particular (interview 1, DPI, Quang Nam Province);
and Danish projects aimed at increasing awareness of water
resources on the coast of Thang Binh (interview 2, DARD,
Thang Binh District). However, local-level officials feel
communication between international organisations such as
the World Bank and the different levels of Vietnamese gov-
ernment does not reach them, with climate change impact
assessments not provided to local authorities. This makes it
difficult to integrate the outcomes of such projects into local
policy support (interview 1, DPI, Quang Nam Province).
Coordination between government sectors at provincial
level can be difficult, as functions and tasks can be dupli-
cated between different ministries and departments. Dif-
ferent departments report to different ministries, creating
further challenges for accessing and sharing data (interview
1, DARD, Quang Nam Province).

In sum, there is at base good support—both from national
government and internationally—for sustainable livelihoods
on the Thang Binh coast. Yet, the rigid and bureaucratic
nature of policy, dictated by higher levels of government,
acts as a barrier preventing local-level decision-makers from
implementing actions appropriate to their communes. This
complexity may be intimidating and off-putting for citizens,
particularly those who may already feel disempowered and
unwilling to engage with formal support processes. The
difficulty of collaborating between sectors, and of sharing
information between governmental and non-governmental
organisations, poses further challenges for giving the peo-
ple responsible for integrating sustainable livelihoods with
climate change adaptation actions the knowledge and data
which they need to act.

What are the less formal community or household
strategies towards the maintenance of livelihoods
under overarching climate, environmental,

and economic development pressures?

Given the links between sustainable livelihoods and cli-
mate change adaptation outlined in Sect. 2, it is notable
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that respondents saw the ability to be able to react to or
live with extreme weather events as a core component of
maintaining a sustainable livelihood. Community relations
and local knowledge were seen as a source of strength in
this regard. These informal aspects are significant, given the
complexity of policy structures and the limits this may place
on formalised processes for sustainable livelihoods outlined
in Sect. 5.2.

Respondents discussed support within families and
within communities as facilitating both the sustainability of
livelihoods and the ability of people to withstand extreme
events. In the absence of salaries or pensions, older people
are supported by working children, receiving a small salary
to look after grandchildren (interview 14, stallholder, Binh
Nam Commune). Particularly during times of disaster, older
people rely on this income for support (interview 9, People’s
Committee employees, Binh Nam Commune). Familial rela-
tions can also support wider livelihood transformations, an
interviewed stallholder for example explaining that she used
loans from family and friends to purchase a bread oven and
equipment to move away from farming (interview 14, stall-
holder, Binh Nam Commune).

Within the wider community, people will open their
homes to shelter neighbours during storms, with those on
higher ground acknowledging their responsibility to take in
those on lower ground during extreme events (interviews 12
and 13, farmers, Binh Nam Commune). Especially among
fishers, knowledge of the marine environment and of how to
respond to storms is passed down from generation to genera-
tion, sometimes supplementing or replacing more technical
weather forecasting (interview 3, Binh Hai PPC). Responsi-
bilities during disaster are also shaped by gender. Respond-
ents note that during storms, men will stay to protect the
home, but also may be exposed to higher risk through par-
ticipation in fishing (interview 6, farmers, Binh Hai Com-
mune; interview 14, stallholder, Binh Nam Commune).
Conversely, as men are fishing on seas, it is mostly women
who participate in climate change training activities. When
disasters happen, the local women’s union and the army
will help those affected (interview 3, Binh Hai PPC). Both
familial and community relations, and their role in keep-
ing livelihoods going under increasing climate pressures,
were discussed by citizens and community-level respondents
positively, yet largely in isolation from formal government
support for livelihood transitions. Community relations may
thus provide an important locally appropriate supplement to
top-down formal livelihood transition initiatives.

Moreover, responses indicated a certain degree of reluc-
tance from citizens to engage with formal training sessions
or initiatives. Whilst fishing boats are now legally man-
dated to carry radios, with support provided to allow these
to be fitted, it was suggested that fishers do not listen to
local radio channels and prefer to trust either their local

knowledge or information from international channels—
which sometimes differ from local forecasts (interview 4,
Binh Nam PPC). Citizens used their own intuition to justify
their belief that storms were stronger and lasting longer, and
that disasters were coming more frequently (e.g., interview
5, farmers, Binh Hai Commune; interview 14, stallholder,
Binh Nam Commune). It was suggested too that as it can
take time to provide information and warnings once data
are collected, citizens use local knowledge and experi-
ence to sense changes in the first instance, later confirming
these with ‘official’ information when making decisions
about how to respond to a changing environment in daily
life (interview 3, Binh Hai Commune PPC). Whilst Binh
Hai Commune report good participation in climate change
awareness sessions among women in particular, Binh Nam
officials believe that citizens are anxious to join formal
training sessions at People’s Committee premises (inter-
view 4, Binh Nam PPC). Trust and/or willingness to engage
with formal processes to build capability in adapting to cli-
mate change as part of sustainable livelihood transitions,
and especially the physical spaces in which these actions
are initiated, is thus not uniform and may vary across com-
munes and groups of people.

A final point of interest is the connectedness of citizens
to their locality in spite of environmental degradation and
increasing risk from extreme events. Farmers expressed
pride in the characteristics of local soil and climate, which
creates specific conditions for rice-planting and motivates
them to continue farming (interview 7, farmers, Binh Hai
Commune). Others aspired for more education and job
opportunities for their children, but, at the same time, did
not want to leave their home area and felt a sense of respon-
sibility for guarding their land for subsequent generations
(interview 5, farmers, Binh Hai Commune). Commune offi-
cials suggested this connectedness to land makes some citi-
zens reluctant to be relocated to lower-risk areas, and that a
perception exists of agricultural land being ‘wasted’ if it is
sold for development but left lying fallow before construc-
tion commences (interview 3, Binh Hai PPC).

As such, whilst government-led initiatives do have a role
in maintaining livelihoods under climate and environmen-
tal change, relations within communities are viewed by
respondents as an additional source of strength on the way
to maintaining sustainable livelihoods. This may include
familial support, understandings within communes of who
and where is vulnerable, local environmental knowledge,
and a sense of pride in the land and locality. It is especially
notable that having the capability to respond to environmen-
tal shocks and stresses is discussed as part of developing a
more sustainable livelihood. Yet, residents’ deep connec-
tions to the coastal environment may also reduce willingness
to engage with formal information provision or relocation
initiatives led by the local government. It is hence crucial
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that livelihood change models respect, and do not break or
weaken, existing community relations and local environmen-
tal knowledge.

Discussion
Contribution to existing research

Our first contribution relates to clarifying enablers and bar-
riers for sustainable livelihoods, in particular the need for
critical reflection on whose livelihoods are being improved,
and in what ways. Tanner et al. (2015) advocate for keep-
ing the needs of the poorest and most vulnerable at the
forefront when considering responses to increasing cli-
mate and environmental pressures. Our findings build on
this point, and on other hazard and disaster research (e.g.,
Chang et al. 2015; Krellenberg et al. 2013; Lindley et al.
2011), by reiterating that poverty itself does not equate to
vulnerability, and that different experiences and types of
vulnerability require different responses. It was frequently
stated that anyone classified as ‘vulnerable’ (usually mean-
ing in possession of a poverty certificate) would be eligible
for training and support in livelihood transition. Yet, inter-
views with citizens and commune officials indicate such
support may be of limited value if it does not benefit par-
ticularly vulnerable sub-groups (in this case older women)
or if it is inaccessible to already marginalised groups as a
result of bureaucratic requirements. Furthermore, the role
of Hanoi-based developers such as VinGroup in building
coastal resorts in Quang Nam Province, and the empha-
sis on ‘lower-level’ jobs for local citizens, resonates with
experiences in other rural coastal contexts (Lindkvist and
Antelo 2007). Given the removal of coastal forests for the
construction of tourist resorts and industrial parks in Thang
Binh, it may even be that initiatives imposed from on high
in the name of enhancing local livelihood sustainability in
fact reduce citizens’ ability to maintain their livelihoods by
damaging part of the ecosystem which has thus far reduced
exposure to extreme events. When considering new infra-
structural developments in the name of locally ‘sustain-
able’ livelihoods, there is hence a need to retain healthy
scepticism when assessing claims to local benefit. This is
especially so when top-down policy structures and short-
term poverty considerations can make it hard for local-
level policy-makers and planners to move towards thinking
about the longer term sustainability of livelihoods under
climate and environmental change in the way which Davies
et al. (2013) advocate.

Our second point relates to how actors at the local level
understand climate and environmental change, and how
this relates to their views on sustainable livelihoods. Litera-
ture at the interface of sustainable livelihoods and climate
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change adaptation often considers climate and environmen-
tal change as an additional pressure that needs to be factored
into sustainable livelihoods thinking (Clay 2018; Tran and
James 2017). The Thang Binh findings indicate that being
able to respond to extreme events is not necessarily a new
challenge for coastal communities, and that residents see the
ability to cope with shocks and stresses as an important part
of a sustainable livelihood alongside more transformational
change in working and living patterns. Responses show that
communities have strong local knowledge in building under-
ground storm shelters (which were even perceived as more
effective than new, formalised adaptation strategies), and in
using experience to avoid storms while fishing at sea. This
strong local knowledge was also reported in previous empiri-
cal research in Thang Binh District (Furu and Van 2013).
However, responses from district and commune officials also
note the increased frequency and intensity of heatwaves and
storms are making agriculture less viable, suggesting that
there are limits to existing adaptability. A further compli-
cation comes from the lack of available and understand-
able data at the provincial, district, and commune levels,
which may limit officials’ ability to understand how exactly
climate change makes ‘business as usual’ impossible and
necessitates new approaches. The Thang Binh case hence
reflects extant thinking on how traditional and local envi-
ronmental knowledge can enhance sustainable livelihood
models by feeding in understandings of how the landscape
responds to shocks and stresses (Biggs et al. 2018; Lin and
Liu 2016). Our findings also, however, illustrate the impor-
tance of recognising how the severity and extent of climate-
related extreme events may exceed the limits of traditional
strategies to respond to environmental shocks and maintain
livelihoods. As Dunning (2020) argues, in a coastal haz-
ards context, it is increasingly hard to talk about complexity,
vulnerability, and participation—elements which feed into
sustainable livelihoods as discussed in our findings—with-
out also considering resilience. Enabling local officials and
citizens to access climate data, and understand how and why
new threats differ to what has gone before, is a critical com-
ponent of incorporating such resilience to external shocks
and stresses into sustainable livelihood strategies.

Our third and final point concerns the role of the smallest
levels of government in balancing different perspectives and
putting sustainable livelihood initiatives into practice ‘on
the ground.” As Borie et al. (2019) explain, multiple and
potentially competing narratives can exist within a locality.
This appears to be the case on the Thang Binh coast too.
The restrictive policy frameworks reported by local gov-
ernors illustrate one top-down interpretation of sustainable
livelihoods for a peripheral coastal region like Thang Binh,
one which hinges on relocating people away from the coast
and retraining ‘vulnerable’ people for alternative livelihoods
in industry and tourism. On the other hand, interviewed
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citizens, whilst acknowledging livelihood improvements,
also note that this narrative excludes those who may be una-
ble to retrain, and also side-lines local pride in the land and
the associated desire to remain in the communes rather than
relocating. It is local government officials—in this case com-
mune officials—who have the challenging task of enacting
locally appropriate strategies and attempting to engage with
citizens whilst working within restrictive policy frameworks.
In this way, commune-level People’s Committees—and the
individuals within them—act as boundary spanning organi-
sations (Shaw et al. 2013) linking provincial and national
directives with community understandings of sustainable
livelihoods to implement practical actions. Yet, limited
access to technical knowledge, and a lack of flexibility in
policy structures, may constrain what these community-level
boundary spanners can achieve in practice. Reflecting the
existing research on the role of local officials in supporting
rural residents to shift to sustainable and climate-resilient
practices (Stigter et al. 2016; Wongnaa and Babu 2020), fur-
ther attention ought to be paid to the knowledge and policy
support requirements of those working at the smallest levels
of government, in light of their role in bridging and balanc-
ing competing narratives of sustainable livelihoods.

Recommendations

We return to the core challenge of refining an understanding
of sustainable livelihood grounded in people’s daily lives,
against a backdrop of climate, environmental, and eco-
nomic change, and make the following policy and practice
recommendations.

First is the importance of understanding community rela-
tions and the ways in which the landscape creates a sense
of identity and purpose, and ensuring that policy-driven
approaches to livelihood sustainability do not inadvertently
damage or remove these sources of strength. Whilst a sense
of identity and good relations do not outweigh the very real
and severe risks posed by saltwater intrusion, storm surges
and heatwaves, Sect. 5.3. in particular shows that relations to
the local landscape give residents a sense of belonging and
purpose, and that community relations can help to maintain
livelihoods under increasing extreme events. This supports
the idea of the personal or household level as a driver for
livelihood maintenance (Nguyen et al. 2019) and suggests
the continued importance of community-driven livelihood
transformations in the face of top-down models (cf Cannon
2013).

Second is creating appropriate fora and communication
channels within communities for dialogue on livelihood
transitions and broader transformations. Section 5.3 dem-
onstrates that whilst communication is important to raise
awareness of new or enhanced risks posed by climate and
environmental change, and also to understand citizens’ own

views on what constitutes a sustainable livelihood, there
may be suspicion or anxiety towards formal engagement
processes, particularly in local government spaces. Exist-
ing research similarly shows that intermediary organisations
(such as local governments and NGOs) have a critical role
in building trust when communities are being encouraged to
introduce new skills (Bennett and Franzel 2013) or scientific
knowledge (Shaw et al. 2013) into their practices.

Third and final is the need to acknowledge that different
groups of people may experience vulnerability differently,
and to develop policy that affords lower levels of govern-
ment the flexibility to enact strategies appropriate to local
differences and contexts. Section 5.2 illustrates how sus-
tainable livelihood actions driven by higher levels of gov-
ernment may struggle to support all residents if local-level
authorities do not have the capability to implement regula-
tions flexibly. This finding is in-keeping with broader think-
ing on sustainable livelihoods, which warns against think-
ing of communities or areas as homogenized ‘vulnerable’
groups and calls for recognition of the different experiences
and capacities for taking action that may exist in a locality
(Ayeb-Karlsson et al. 2016; Tanner et al. 2015). An approach
of this nature may be challenging in country contexts such as
Vietnam where local-level action is heavily driven by central
policy. However, allowing finer granularity to distinguish
between different types of ‘poor’ or ‘vulnerable’ people is
an important step in improving the livelihoods of those most
susceptible to harm.

Conclusion

As outlined at the start of the paper, interest in linking
sustainable livelihoods with climate change adaptation is
tempered by the concern that technocratic and/or systems
thinking-driven approaches can flatten the diversity of
knowledges, experiences, and, indeed, vulnerabilities that
exist in a locality. Our paper has thus sought to contribute
to the interest in people-centered approaches to sustain-
able livelihoods under climate and environmental changes,
through qualitative evaluation of residents’ and local gover-
nors’ experiences in Thang Binh District, Quang Nam Prov-
ince, Vietnam. Our findings indicate that residents on the
Thang Binh coast are working to maintain their livelihoods
against a backdrop of rapid economic development led by
higher levels of government and the private sector, as well
as the increasing prevalence of extreme events related to cli-
mate and environmental change. Whilst state-led initiatives
to transition residents to working in tourism and industrial
areas are appreciated, our results also indicate that inflex-
ibility over who is defined as eligible for government sup-
port (and how this support can be accessed) may limit the
effectiveness of such schemes in maintaining livelihoods.

@ Springer
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Furthermore, our results also suggest that residents see the
ability to respond to climate and environmental changes
(especially extreme weather events) as a key component of
maintaining a sustainable livelihood, but that the resources
and support to respond to environmental shocks come
largely from within the community and their own knowledge
systems. We see these findings as contributing to the inter-
national literature on people-centered approaches to sustain-
able livelihoods under climate change in four ways. First, we
re-emphasise the need for careful reflection on the differ-
ent capabilities and experiences that exist within a locality,
and the recognition that ‘the poor’ are not a homogenous or
necessarily vulnerable group. Second, we show how local
and traditional knowledges of the landscape can be a source
of strength in living with extreme events, but that caution
needs to be exercised to identify where and when contem-
porary climate change exceeds or differs from what has been
experienced previously. Third, we argue for attention to the
role of the smallest scales of government in putting poli-
cies into practice and engaging with residents on sustainable
livelihoods. Finally, we argue for approaches to livelihood
transformation which allow centrally led strategies to be
applied flexibly at the community level, as a means of put-
ting people-centered approaches to sustainable livelihoods
into practice.
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SUPPLEMENTARY DATA 1

Sustainable livelihoods for peripheral coastal regions under environmental change: Thang Binh
District, Quang Nam Province, Vietham

Supplementary Material — Interview Schedule

1. Livelihoods and forms of capital

(a) Tell us about what you do;
(b) Tell us how your work has changed in recent years?
i. Why has your work changed?
(c) Do you feel you have adapted, or has your lifestyle changed completely?
(d) How has life in your community changed?
i. Why/why not has community life changed?
(e) What do you need to change your livelihood?
i. And what do you already have to help you change your livelihood?

2. Gendered effects

(a) Tell us what it’s like to be a woman/man in your community;

(b) What do you think the impacts are of climate change on your life?

(c) How do you think men and women are affected differently to climate change?
i. If so, why do you think men and women are affected differently?

3. Ecosystems

() Do you feel you have experienced climate change?

i. What experiences do you have of floods, droughts and other environmental changes?
(b) In what ways do you think you rely on the environment to live?
(c) How do you think your livelihood might damage the environment?

4. Policy and participation
(a) Awareness of policy

i. Local government: how much do you know about national policy? What else would you
like to know and why?



ii. Citizens: how much do you know about (a) local government and (b) national government
policy for sustainable livelihoods? What do you want to know and why?

(b) Effects on daily living
i. Local government: What do you specifically do about gender differences in climate change
and sustainable livelihoods?
ii. Citizens: do you think local and national policy on climate change and sustainable
livelihoods is effective for your daily life? Why/why not?

(c) What do you think is missing from existing local and national policies for climate adaptation and
sustainable livelihoods?

(d) What do you think about the opportunities for community participation in decision-making for
climate adaptation and sustainable livelihoods?
i. Do you feel there are different opportunities for men and women to participate? Why/why
not?

5. Cultures and knowledges

(a) Local and traditional knowledge
i. Local authorities: how do you consult with citizens on climate adaptation and sustainable
livelihoods?
ii. Citizens: how well do you feel your knowledge about the environment is taken into
account by the authorities?

(b) Have the relations within your community changed in recent years?
i. Why do you think this is?

(c) Do you combine local knowledge with science and technology when making decisions about
adapting to environmental change in daily life?
i. Why/why not?

(d) Who do you think is particularly vulnerable to a changing environment?
i. Why do you think these people are especially vulnerable?
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Supplementary Data 2: grounded-type analysis ‘mind map”’ created by project team to support interpretation and analysis (note: diagram was for heuristic purposes only to aid analysis. Underlined
observations are linked across themes by dotted lines).
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