
Weit hinten, hinter den Wortber-

gen, fern der Länder Vokalien und 

Konsonantien leben die Blindtex-

te. Abgeschieden wohnen Sie in 

Buchstabhausen an der Küste des 

Semantik, eines großen Sprachoze-

ans. Ein kleines Bächlein namens 

Duden fließt durch ihren Ort und 

versorgt sie mit den nötigen Rege-

lialien.
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The scenic beauty and scientific value 
of the Phong Nha-Ke Bang National 
Park can hardly be matched by any 
other protected area in South East 
Asia.  Located in Central Vietnam at 
the border to Lao, about 500 kilom-
eters south of Hanoi and 150 kilom-
eters north of Hue, it is truly a place 
of superlatives. Scientists have recog-
nized it as one of the 200 most im-
portant eco-regions of the World: It 
contains one of the largest karst for-
mations on earth and has the highest 
diversity of orchids in Indochina. Many 
plant and animal species are endemic 
to this area with an extraordinary bio-
diversity. There is also a remarkable 
cultural value to be discovered: With-
in the park boundaries, four of the 54 
minorities of Vietnam still live their tra-
ditional life, with little contact to the 
outside world.

In order to protect the outstanding 
scenery of the area, the Vietnamese 
Government established Phong Nha-
Ke Bang National Park in 2001. Two 
years later, UNESCO recognized it as 
a World Heritage Site. The National 
Park with its extensive cave system 
and bio-cultural diversity is one of the 
most unique places on earth. But: this 
pristine heritage is in danger. Poach-
ing and illegal logging threaten the 
integrity of the Park. The Vietnamese 
Government therefore takes action to 
protect this nationally and internation-
ally cherished heritage.

Different German organizations sup-
port the protection, such as Cologne 
Zoo and the Zoological Society of 
Frankfurt. They carry out research, 
protection and restoration actions, 
together with the Park administra-
tion and Vietnamese scientists. Ger-
man Development Cooperation (DED, 
GTZ and KfW) engages in initiatives of 
ranger training, land-use planning or 
capacity building for law enforcement. 
Big efforts are made to help develop 
the buffer zone in a sustainable way. 
By offering income possibilities to the 
mainly poor local populations, it is 
hoped to lessen the pressure on the 
park area.
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Income generation
More than 50.000 people live in the 
buffer zone of Phong Nha-Ke Bang 
National Park, half of which depend 
directly on the resources of the park. 
Many of the rural dwellers are poor 
and don’t see options, other than 
hunting within the protected area, 
gathering twigs and branches for 
cooking purposes or illegal felling of 
trees in order to maintain their families 
and generate a little income.

Aspiring at long-term conservation of 
the park, the administrators need to 
enforce the anti-poaching and log-
ging laws. This however, will not be 
enough: people need to be able to 
develop perspectives. For this, they 
need to find alternative sources of in-
come. And they need fast producing 
options that can generate incomes in 
short time spans.

A prerequisite for this is that locals 
and the park administration begin to 
see each others not as enemies but as 
potential allies. The outstanding fea-
tures of the Phong Nha-Ke Bang Na-
tional Park have been recognized as a 
World Natural Heritage Site – this can 
offer interesting development options 
for locals in nature-based tourism. Lo-
cal pride for this world renowned re-
gion will rise, if inhabitants can make a 
decent living in concordance with na-
ture’s needs.

One major goal of the Vietnamese-
German partnership in the Phong 
Nha-Ke Bang region is to develop 
tools and possibilities for the genera-
tion of additional or alternative in-
comes. Both sides, the Vietnamese 
and their German partners, under-
stand this to play a key role in the pro-
tection of the park. Yet, this is no easy 
task; the challenges are enormous.

Agriculture, for example, is important 
for subsistence and the main source 
of income in the region. Families are 
growing, yet no additional lands can 
be cultivated - the hilly slopes are 
steep and soils are poor. They deliv-
er only limited outputs. What’s even 
worse: most of the agricultural lands 
can’t be irrigated because of water 
shortages and limited means to built 
channels and dams.
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The Vietnamese-German projects 
thus focus on options for additional 
income generation within the given 
limits of the existing agricultural lands. 
The German Technical Cooperation 
(GTZ) has been supporting initiatives 
in the field since 1996. Initially, support 
concentrated on enhancing the food 
security. Since 2004, efforts have shift-
ed towards the sustainable manage-
ment of natural resources. Though the 
oldest GTZ project for this sector will 
phase out in 2010, the lessons-learnt 
will deliver important insights also 
for the Phong Nha-Ke Bang region. 
Thus, it will be possible to generate 
additional incomes in the buffer zone 
for the population, allowing them to 
maintain the park’s features while be-
ing able to cover the needs of their 
families. Promising options include: 
bee-keeping, pig-raising, silk produc-
tion, communitarian forestry, and eco-
tourism. All of these options require 
the good cooperation of partners.



Tourism for  
Conservation and 
Communities
Nguyen Thi Lan lives in Chay-Lap, 
a little village close to the National 
Park. Many people in the small farm-
ing communities in the region have a 
rather difficult life, without many alter-
natives. Some of them have to enter 
the park illegally to hunt animals for 
a living or illegally engage in logging 
trees.

The family of Nguyen Thi Lan chose 
another way. With support from Coun-
terpart International they built their 
own business: a simple but well done 
home-stay which blends in perfectly 
with the superb surrounding nature, 
and with their way of living. This initia-
tive not only supports this family but 
some of the generated income goes 
directly to community development. 
The family offers simple but welcom-
ing dormitory rooms, clean beds, ex-
quisitely decorated bathrooms, a nice 
relaxed atmosphere and a place at 
the kitchen table, the center of fam-
ily-life. Nguyen Thi Lan believes in a 
good future for her grandson: „Peo-
ple have to protect the National Park 
because in doing so, we and our chil-
dren can generate good incomes with 
visitors who come to see the caves, 
animals and plants.“

The home-stay of Nguyen Thi Lan is 
a good example of how people in the 
buffer zone can benefit from the pro-
tected area. Tourism is an option to 
protect the National Park - by provid-
ing for income, it prevents local peo-
ple like Nguyen Thi Lan´s husband 
and sons from logging and hunting. 
And it can be a model for develop-
ing the area in a sustainable way. The 
Chay-Lap home-stay is located just a 
few kilometers outside of Son Trach, 
the entry point of Phong Nha-Ke Bang 
National Park. It is also very close to 
the Eco-Trail of Nuoc Mooc, which 
shows the beauty and splendor of the 
protected area.

The Nuoc Mooc Eco trail offers 
a guided tour through the 
outstanding environment of Phong 
Nha-Ke Bang National Park.

A picnic, prepared by the local 
community, invites to see, smell 
and taste the exquisite dishes of 
the regional Vietnamese cuisine.

The community project „Rustic 
Chay-Lap“ provides important 
incomes for local families, who 
welcome national and international 
visitors.

In a superb natural setting with 
unspoilt atmosphere, visitors of 
Chay-Lap gain insights into a rural 
family‘s life in the heart of Central 
Vietnam.
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Silk
Silk has a long-standing tradition in 
Vietnam. In many regions, however, 
the silk production is on a severe de-
cline. In the context of the Vietnam-
ese-German partnership, conservation 
oriented development projects try to 
revive these techniques for alternative 
income generation. “It requires a lot 
of patience and intensive work”, says 
53-year-old Cao thi Khuy. In her flat, 
she stores a dozen baskets and plates 
made out of bamboo leaves. All day 
long, the fat silkworms feed on fresh 
mulberry leaves. You can even hear 
them gnawing – it sounds like a silent 
murmur or hands grabbing into a pa-
per bag filled with chips. Cao thi Khuy 
looks after them every day. When the 
right moment has come, she collects 
the silk worms and puts them into a 
wooden grating where they spin in. 
The cocoons are harvested later on 
and form the base for the silk produc-
tion.

Cao thi Khuy’s family is one of 700 
who have received support from the 
GTZ-project “Sustainable Manage-
ment of Natural Resources”. In 2007 
Cao produced 100 kilograms of co-
coons. For each kilo she got 37.000 
Dong, a little more than two US-dol-
lars. Apart from some costs for leaf-
fertilizers, she does not have any fur-
ther expenditure. “I manage to earn 
four times more with silk production 
on my little acre than with the maize I 
grew here before”, says Cao thi Khuy.

The raw silk is sold to a regional weav-
ing factory, some 50 kilometres away. 
There, ten young women receive the 
cocoons, wash them in hot water, and 
sort out those of low quality. They 
twine the raw silk threads around the 
shafts and mandrels. The machines 
then do the spinning work. In the 
small hall, the air feels tight – it is hot 
and loud. But for the young women, 
this is precious work. It is a season-
al job only and they can earn up to 
67.000 Dong, almost four US-dollars 
per day. This may not seem much, 
but there are not many alternatives 
in the region. “Young people have to 
leave their homes and go to the South 
where they can find work”, says Mai 
Ngoc Tniong, the 29-year-old manag-
er of the production line. Silk can offer 
chances for a remote and poor area 
like this one in Central Vietnam. It may 
turn into a serious development per-
spective for many women and their 
families in the Phong Nha-Ke Bang re-
gion around the National Park.

Every day Cao thi Khuy has to 
walk several kilometres for her 
maulberry plantation as she has 
to feed her silk worms daily with 
fresh leaves of the trees.

The silk production requires 
good quality of the cocoons. The 
Vietnamese-German development 
project therefore organizes 
trainings to raise standards in 
farming and harvesting.

In the right moment she takes 
the silk worms, but them into a 
wooden grating where the worms 
can spin in.

The young women are doing 
taskwork every day. They earn 
not much, but they are happy 
that they do not have to leave the 
region which do not offer many 
alternatives for young people.
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Pigs
Normally it needs a long time and se-
rious investments before people can 
generate more income. Most fami-
lies in the buffer zone of Phong Nha-
Ke Bang National Park, however, are 
poor and cannot afford to wait for 
years. For example 36-year-old Pham 
Van Du, who together with her hus-
band and their two little children 
does not own enough land to feed 
her family. On their two hectares they 
grow rice, peanuts, maize, cassava 
and grass. She was lucky: meanwhile 
she additionally owns a little pigsty 
where two pigs grunt for food. Pham 
Van Du received the piglets and food 
powder as a start-up incentive of the 
Vietnamese-German Project “Sus-
tainable Management of Natural Re-
sources”, supported by the German 
Technical Cooperation (GTZ).  In ad-
dition to that, Pham Van Du took part 
in a work shop where she learned 
how to raise pigs in a different way. 
“In former times we raised and fed 
the piglets during five months. Now 
we use another species and breed 
them only two to three months”, she 
says. The countrywoman also follows 
a strict schedule in feeding the ani-
mals and keeping the pigsty clean. 
“Today, we no longer use food lefto-
vers and kitchen wastes, but rather 
feed rice powder because that way 
the pigs grow faster.” Whenever she 
has problems, she can ask the com-
munity worker and project-technicians 
for help. “This advice and guidance is 
even more important than the piglet-
incentive”, Pham Van Du insists.

After two to three months she sells 
the pigs to a wholesale buyer or on 
the local market. On average she 
makes a profit of one million Dong 
(some 50 to 60 US-dollars). By this, 
she almost doubles the income of 
her family. The underlying idea of the 
development project: Since the fam-
ily receives the initial piglets without 
any financial costs, with the gains from 
the sale they can buy more little pigs 
and raise the family-income. Thus the 
starting investment could be a step 
towards a better living perspective for 
rural families.

Doan Thi Hien is using the 
additional income to pay school 
fees. Though not every one of her 
six children can go to highschool 
even if the want to.

Pham Van Duy do not feed food 
residues but rice and vegetable 
powder as pigs are growing faster 
then.

Pigs and piglets have to being 
kept clean as without they can 
catch updiseases fast.
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Bee Keeping
Honey is a highly esteemed product 
in Central Vietnam. Since he was a 
boy, 58-year old Hien Dinh Xuât has 
gone to the forests to harvest what 
wild bees have produced. It was al-
ways a time-consuming work. He 
could never be sure to find honey at 
the hidden places he has known since 
his childhood. Then he took part in 
a workshop of the Vietnamese-Ger-
man project “Sustainable Manage-
ment of Natural Resources” where he 
learned how to keep bees in front of 
his house. Today he owns 24 wooden 
boxes, each one of them giving home 
to a bee population. A kilogram of 
honey is worth around 120.000 Dongs, 
more than six US-Dollars. Good mon-
ey in Central Vietnam. And the de-
mand for honey grows faster than 
what is being produced.

The start was not easy though, since 
he had to cope with the bees and 
with all the diseases and threats a 
bee keeper has to be aware of. “But 
with the help of the project I learned 
to deal with these problems, step 
by step”, he says. Twelve years later 
he trains other people in bee keep-
ing. Around 1.200 people have been 
trained to become bee keepers, a lot 
of them with the help of Hien Dinh 
Xuât. More people are now to follow 
within the buffer zone of the protect-
ed area of Phong Nha-Ke Bang.

Nguyen Van Hue is one of them. In 
former times he went hunting and 
logging into the National Park. He 
sometimes managed to earn a fortune 
- but often enough he caught noth-
ing, leaving him and his family with no 
income at all. He is not the only one in 
the Thanh Sen commune located di-
rectly at the park borders. Many of the 
local people want to make a change 
and avoid going into the forests. They 
fear being punished. And they want 
to have an income they can rely on. 
Bee keeping can generate addition-
al incomes for a lot of families, espe-
cially since the bees can be kept with-
out having to own the land. But this 
is possible only, if the forests are not 
logged and farmers do not apply pes-
ticides intensively on their crop-land. 

“Ongoing logging and felling of trees is 
diminishing plants and blossoms in our old-
growth forests in Central Vietnam. That’s 
why the bees can produce less honey in our 
region”, Hien Dinh Xuât complains.

Hien Dinh Xuât has started to build an 
Association of Bee Keepers in the region 
with the help of the German Development 
Cooperation, GTZ. This Association will 
eventually connect the bee keepers, maintain 
them informed about the market and prices, 
and show them how to deliver enough honey 
in good quality to the consumers.

“There is no way to earn more money than by illegal hunting within the 
National Park. But often enough you can’t find anything - and apart from 
that you run the risk of being caught by the park wardens. That’s why I now 
prefer having a stable and legal income. I got into the bee keeping business, 
hoping to make a living from it.”  Nguyen Van Hue
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Rangers
“Ranger Post 40” is located at kilo-
metre 40 on the Ho-Chi Minh High-
way, which crosses the Phong Nha-
Ke Bang National Park from North to 
South. The road was essential during 
the Vietnam War. From a ranger’s per-
spective, however, the national high-
way causes a lot of threats, because it 
is used by many poachers and loggers 
to enter the park. That’s why two con-
trol stations have been built at both 
ends of the Park. Park warden Trân 
Xuân Viet though, does not control 
the trucks and cars when they pass 
the post, but together with his ten col-
leagues patrols the forests.

It is hard work: there are almost no 
paths, the forests are dense, the 
mountains steep and there are mil-
lions of leeches – many of which climb 
up every leg in astonishing speed to 
suck the ranger’s blood. The leeches, 
however, do not keep Trân Xuân Viet 
from liking his job. He carries on pa-
trolling the park, looking for illegal 
traps, hunters and loggers. When they 
come across the poachers, they con-
fiscate the meat and logged wood. 
“The last ten days we have not found 
any signs for activities so far”, he says. 
This doesn´t mean much, however, 
since the park is huge and the geog-
raphy favours illegal activities. More-
over: the loggers are often better 
equipped than the park representa-
tives.

It is a matter of fact, that law enforce-
ment plays a crucial role in long-term 
protection of the park. The rangers 
simply need better tools to do a bet-
ter job. And they have to be trained 
properly. There is help to come. Zoo-
logical Society Frankfurt with support 
of a German press initiative (“GEO 
schützt den Regenwald”) has already 
equipped four out of ten ranger sta-
tions with GPS-systems. The German 
KfW-Development Bank on the oth-
er hand finances better equipment 
as well as training courses for all the 
rangers. But the rangers are also am-
bassadors to raise awareness amongst 
the local people and visitors. Thirty-
year-old Huâng van Dúc is the vice 
head of the ranger station in the ex-
tension zone of the Park. He does not 
want to be seen as a “policeman” or 
“controller” only. He prefers to con-
vince people with good arguments. 
Life has shown him: “There is always 
a friendly way to pull people into the 
right direction.”

“Local people have always depended on the resources of the forests. 
They have little other options to make a living. Therefore, it is not a good 
solution to restrict their access to the now protected areas too strictly or 
immediately. On the long run, we rather want to gain them as allies in the 
conservation of the Park.”

The scientists of Cologne Zoo and the 
Zoological Society Frankfurt closely 
work together: “We have noticed a lot 
of progress during the past three years. 
Progress is notable only little by little, but 
the management-steps taken lead towards 
the right direction and show serious efforts 
and outputs.”

The law enforcement within the protected 
area has to become more efficient. That is 
why German development organizations 
invest heavily into the Park infrastructure.
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Many conflicts can arise between park 
authorities and local dwellers within buffer 
zones around protected areas: Solutions 
can only be found over time and with the 
cooperation of all stakeholders.
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