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A growing literature on resilience, vulnerability, sustainability, and transitions converges in 

identifying a set of conditions for a sustainable use of environmental resources. The success 

or failure in resource management by human societies is controlled by three components of 

human-environment interactions: information on the state of the environment, motivation to 

manage sustainably the environment, and capacity to implement a sustainable management of 

natural resources. Results of a meta-analysis of case studies of sustainable land use 

highlighted the importance of cultural factors: local environmental attitudes, deeply held 

values, knowledge systems, and readiness to change and adapt. Adoption of sustainable land 

use practices was also driven by economic incentives in most case studies. Social capital and 

institutions allow resolving environmental challenges that are beyond the reach of individual 

stakeholders. These general findings were tested for the case of the contemporary forest 

transition in Vietnam. Forest cover estimates for Vietnam from various sources show that the 

forest cover dropped to 25-31% of the country area in 1991-93, and then increased to 32-37% 

in 1999-2001. The reforestation was due in similar proportions to natural forest regeneration 

and to planted forests. The carbon stock in forests followed a similar transition, even though 

forest density declined during the same period. In several regions, reforestation decreased 

forest fragmentation while, in others, clearing of old-growth forests continued and/or forest 

fragmentation increased. The reforestation was caused by a combination of factors. In 

marginal regions, land scarcity associated with population growth, land degradation and land 

use policies led to a decline in cultivation on hillsides followed by reforestation, and to an 

increase in labour inputs on plots with a high agroecological potential. The development of 

markets for agricultural inputs and outputs did also contribute to reforestation by raising 

agricultural productivity in mountain paddies and maize fields. Other causes were new 

policies allocating forestry land to households, local scarcity of forest products that created an 

incentive to plant forests, and development of timber demand for urban and industrial 

markets. Political authorities in Vietnam were also strongly committed to reforestation. 


