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INTRODUCTION
On the morning of 10 August 2008, I received a phone call from Dr Trần Hữu Sơn, Director 
of the Department of Culture, Sports and Tourism (DCST) of Lào Cai province at the ti me. 
With a very emoti onal voice, Dr Sơn announced the death of the ‘whole Tùng Chỉn village’ 
of the Red Dao people by a fl ash fl ood, which had occurred the night before, burying and 
washing away 19 houses and killing more than 20 people. I fi rst met Dr Sơn about a year 
ago while, with three other colleagues from the Vietnam Insti tute of Culture and Art 
Studies (VICAS), we were visiti ng the region to collect data for a small research project on 
the applicati on of indigenous knowledge on agricultural producti on in the Bát Xát district 
(Lào Cai province). In fact, I had conducted fi eldwork in the next village (Phìn Ngan), 
situated about 5 km from Tùng Chỉn village at a higher alti tude. Phìn Ngan did not have any 
human loss, but most of the paddy fi elds and crops were damaged, as with many other 
villages in the Trịnh Trường commune. Although I had learned of this news from the media 
before his call, I cannot describe how shocked I was when Mr Sơn called me from the site 
of the disaster, as my memories of the scenic landscape of the region and its wonderful 
people were sti ll so fresh. He immediately raised the questi on about the link between the 
aff ected individuals’ livelihood and the disaster. This questi on has followed me for many years.

The same village, Tùng Chỉn, was aff ected nine years later, on 26 August 2017, by another 
fl ash fl ood that damaged fi ve villages in the Trịnh Tường commune. This was a small event 
compared to the 2008 fl ash fl ood. However, one man in this village was washed away (he 
was later found about 20 km away in the Red River), about 60 heads of livestock were 
killed, and a dozen hectares of rice fi elds and crops were damaged (Phương Liên, 2017). 
These events raise many questi ons, including the following:

• What is the relati onship between fl ash fl oods and the livelihood (i.e. wet-rice 
culture in terraced rice fi elds) of the Dao people in mountainous areas?

• Why are the Dao people in Bát Xát more vulnerable to fl ash fl oods as compared 
with their neighbours, such as the Black Hà Nhì community?

• What is the link among the Dao people’s knowledge, livelihood and vulnerability to 
natural disasters?

1 Department of Anthropology, University of Social Sciences and Humaniti es, Vietnam Nati onal University, 
Hanoi.

2 Insti tute for Social and Environmental Transiti on-Internati onal in Vietnam (ISET-Vietnam), Hanoi.

ICH AND NATURAL DISASTERS IN BLACK HÀ NHÌ AND 
RED DAO COMMUNITIES IN LÀO CAI PROVINCE, VIETNAM



154 PRELIMINARY RESEARCH ON ICH SAFEGUARDING AND DISASTER RISK MANAGEMENT IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC REGION:
PROJECT REPORT FOR FY 2016-2017

This project provides an invaluable opportunity to conduct a survey on intangible cultural 
heritage (ICH) preservati on, disaster risk management (DRM) and disaster risk reducti on 
(DRR). We compare the knowledge, livelihood practi ces and vulnerabiliti es of two ethnic 
communiti es (the Red Dao and the Black Hà Nhì) living at the same alti tude in Lào Cai 
province to help elucidate the role of ICH in the DRM/DRR process. Although the focus is 
on two districts, including Bát Xát and Sa Pa, which have been highly exposed to natural 
hazards, and where there is a high concentrati on of these two ethnic groups, we also 
provide some background informati on about the DRM structure and process on a broader 
scale (i.e. at the provincial and nati onal levels). In additi on, relevant examples from other 
parts of the province are cited to illustrate the story.

OBJECTIVE
The overall objecti ve of this report is to assess the current conditi on of ICH at the local 
level in relati on to natural hazards. The concrete objecti ves of the study are as follows:

• Understand the DRM body, planning and current practi ces at the provincial/district/
communal levels and the place of the cultural sector in this process

• Examine the importance/signifi cance of ICH in the process of DRR in miti gati ng the 
impact of natural disasters

• Understand the impact of natural disasters on ICH

• Identi fy non-climate factors infl uencing the safeguarding of ICH, and thus the 
vulnerability of ethnic community groups to natural disasters, and identi fy gaps in 
ICH management in relati on to DRR/DRM

METHODOLOGY
The main methods used to prepare this report included the following:

• Primary data collecti on about ICH in the Black Hà Nhì and Red Dao communiti es in 
the Bát Xát district from 2007

• Secondary data collecti on of documents, including ICH- and DRM-related polices and 
plans, government reports, project reports, academic literature, online newspapers 
and government websites

• Document review and analysis

• Interviews with ICH and DRM researchers, government offi  cials leading ICH and 
culture management in Lào Cai, as well as DRM practi ti oners

UNDERSTANDING THE LOCALITY AND COMMUNITY SITUATIONS

Basic Informati on on Lào Cai Province

Natural conditi ons (geographical positi on, topography)
Lào Cai province is located in the mountainous northern region at the highest elevati on 
zones of Vietnam. The province shares its borders with China in the north and other 
provinces, including Hà Giang, in the east, Lai Châu in the west and Yên Bái in the south. 
The region has a total area of about 6,384 km2 (LSO, 2015) and had a populati on of 684.3 
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thousand people in 2016 (Lào Cai Gov, 2016). The province is divided into nine 
administrati ve units, including Lào Cai (the capital of the province) and eight rural districts 
(Mường Khương, Bát Xát, Bắc Hà, Bảo Thắng, Sapa, Bảo Yên, Văn Bàn and Si Ma Cai), with 
164 communes and wards (Lào Cai Gov, 2016). However, the most important economic, 
politi cal, cultural, social and educati onal acti viti es and criti cal urban infrastructures are 
concentrated in Lào Cai. Located less than 300 km northwest of Hanoi at the gate of the 
Kunming (China)–Lào Cai–Hà Nội–Hải Phòng economic corridor, Lào Cai plays an important 
role in connecti ng Vietnam and member states of the Associati on of Southeast Asian 
Nati ons (ASEAN) countries with Yunnan and the southwest region of China.

Lào Cai province has a complex and highly diverse topography, with three types of terrain, 
including: (i) high mountainous and a hilly terrain with elevati ons above 1,500 m, 
accounti ng for about 21% of the province’s natural area. This terrain covers most districts 
in the eastern fl ank area of the Hoàng Liên Sơn range in the Bát Xát, Sa Pa and Văn Bàn 
districts and is the highest part of the Bắc Hà district. The high elevati on level makes this 
area the most remote and diffi  cult to access and thus is among the least developed (Lào 
Cai Gov, 2016). People living in this part of the province face challenges of water scarcity 
and extremely low temperatures; (ii) the middle-level mountains with elevati on levels 
between 700 m and 1,500 m, covering up to 35% of the total provincial area and 
distributed in districts belonging to the Hoàng Liên Sơn range, including Bát Xát, Sa Pa and 
the highland area of Bắc Hà; and (iii) low mountains and alluvial terrain located along rivers 
with elevati ons below 700 m, covering about 43% of the province’s total natural area. 
Citi es along the Red River and Chảy River, including Lào Cai, Cam Đường, Bảo Thắng, Bảo 
Yên and the east side of the Văn Bàn district are located at lower elevati ons, with less 
challenging topography, granti ng more convenient access to transport, markets, producti on 
acti viti es and services. The less dangerous and less steep terrain with fi elds and valleys are 
more favourable areas for agriculture and forestry producti on or constructi on of 
infrastructure development.

The majority of areas in the province are about 300 m above sea level, with the highest 
mountain peaks reaching over 3,000 m above sea level (Fansipan is the highest peak in 
Vietnam at 3,143 m above sea level, followed by Tả Giàng Phìn at 2,850 m) (LSO, 2015).

Environment and populati on
Lào Cai province is largely covered by forests that account for up to 52% of the province’s 
total area (LSO, 2015). The province also has rich and varied types of mineral resources, 
among which the most valuable include copper, molybdenum, apati te and iron. The water 
resources of the province are provided by roughly 107 streams (LCPPC, 2017). The main 
river in Lào Cai is Hong River (Red River), which originates in China and fl ows towards the 
Ha Noi, Nậm Thi and Chảy Rivers.

Lào Cai has 13 main ethnic groups (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2017).3 The most important groups in 
number are the Kinh (35.9%), H’mông (22.21%), Tày (15.84%), Dao (Yao in Chinese) 
(14.05%), Giáy (4.7%), Nùng (4.4%) (Lào Cai Gov, 2016) and other smaller groups, including 
Phù Lá, Sán Chay, Hà Nhì, La Chí, Bố Y, Hoa, Mường and Thái. At the communal level, the 
populati on is comprised of diff erent ethnic groups or sub-groups, but at the village level, 

3 The province has 25 diff erent ethnic groups in offi  cial stati sti cs. However, some groups count only a 
few people or only one family and do not consti tute a cultural community (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2018).
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there is usually only one ethnic group (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2017).

In additi on to an important number of Kinh people4 who work in administrati on, services 
and businesses in valleys and lowland areas, most of the populati on lives off  of rice 
planti ng and forest exploitati on. Diff erent ethnic groups living at various alti tudes have 
disti ncti ve farming practi ces according to the geographical area. In the valleys and along 
rivers and streams (from about 100 m to 400 m above sea level), rice fi elds and crops 
usually belong to the Kinh, Tày, Thái, Nùng and Giáy peoples. The ethnic groups have some 
narrow rice fi elds along streams in the Mường Khương, Bắc Hà, Bảo Yên and Bảo Thắng 
districts but also have larger rice fi elds along the Red River in the Bát Xát district. From 
700 m to more than 1,000 m, there is one group of Xà Phó (a branch of the Phù Lá group) 
and some branches of the Dao people (Dao họ, Dao Làn Tiẻn). They live near water 
sources and culti vate terraced rice fi elds. At more than 700 m to 800 m above sea level, 
there are three main groups: the Hmông, Hà Nhì and Dao. They work terraced rice fi elds 
when they can fi nd water sources. Otherwise, they practi ce shi� ing culti vati on and forest 
exploitati on.

Climate and natural hazards
The two seasons in Lào Cai are the rainy season, from April to September, and the dry 
season, from October to March of the following year. The province can be divided into two 
climate regions: i) above 700 m: the annual average temperature ranges from 15oC to 
20oC, and annual rainfall is about 1,800 mm to 2,000 mm; and ii) the lowland region: 
temperatures vary from 23oC to 29oC and rainfall from 1,400 mm to 1,700 mm (LSO, 
2015). A high degree of variati on exists between regions and seasons. For instance, in 
some elevated mountainous areas in the Mường Khương and Bát Xát districts, the average 
annual temperature is 15oC, while it is about 22.8oC in Lào Cai. Similarly, nearly eight 
degrees of diff erence in the average temperature of the coldest month (i.e. May) exist 
between Sa Pa and Lào Cai. The precipitati on variati on is likewise signifi cant between areas. 
For example, the annual precipitati on in the east fl ank area of the Hoàng Liên Sơn range, 
such as the southeast Si Ma Cai district, Bảo Yên district and northeast of the Bắc Hà 
district, is greater than 2,500 mm, while it is only 1,700 mm in other areas, such as the 
Mường Khương and Bảo Thắng districts and Lào Cai (LSO, 2015).

Regarding natural hazards, as a mountainous province characterised by high and sloping 
terrains, Lào Cai province has suff ered various types of hazards, such as fl ash fl oods, 
landslides, inundati on, lightning, thunderstorms, tornadoes and extreme cold temperatures 
and heat waves. Among these, fl ash fl oods and landslides are considered the most 
dangerous. Additi onally, fog and frost are common phenomena in the province, especially 
during winter (Lào Cai Gov, 2016). The most vulnerable populati ons are ethnic minoriti es 
living in high alti tudes. The present study focuses on two groups, the Black Hà Nhì and the 
Red Dao peoples, and we limit our investi gati on to the two districts of Bát Xát and Sa Pa, 
where these groups, with the Hmông group,5 form the majority of the populati on at high 
alti tudes (more than 700 m above sea level). The natural area of these districts (with the 
Văn Bàn district to the south) is on the eastern fl ank area of the Hoàng Liên Sơn range and 
limited on the west by the highest part of the mountain range, which is also the natural 
border with Lai Châu province and on the east by the Red River. In recent years, this area 

4 Kinh people represent more than 80% of the Vietnamese populati on.
5 In this report, we exclude investi gati on of the Hmông group.
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has had the highest incidence of fl ash fl ooding and landslides as well as damaging cold 
temperatures and droughts (see the following secti on).

Studied Communiti es: the Black Hà Nhì, Red Dao people in the Bát Xát and Sa 
Pa districts

The Hà Nhì and Dao peoples were some of the fi rst inhabitants of the region (Đặng 
Nghiêm Vạn et al., 2000). Both ethnic groups originated in China and immigrated to 
Vietnam at least 200 years ago. Hà Nhì is a small group (under 5,000 people) that sett led 
only in Bát Xát. The Hmong and Dao are the largest groups in these two districts. The total 
populati on is 75,145 people for Bát Xát and 59,214 for Sa Pa (LSO, 2015).

The Hà Nhì community
The Hà Nhì populati on in Vietnam numbers 21,725 (GSO, 2010) and is divided into two 
branches: the Hà Nhì Hoa (Flower) and the Hà Nhì Đen (Black), according to their 
traditi onal customs. These branches belong to the Sino-Tibetan language group. In 
Vietnam, they sett led mostly in the Lai Châu, Lào Cai and Điện Biên provinces. In Lào Cai, 
there are 4,026 Black Hà Nhì people sett ling in the Ý Tý, Nậm Pung, Ngải Thầu, A Lù and 
Trịnh Tường communes of Bát Xát. Hà Nhì people in Vietnam migrated from Yunnan about 
300 years ago (Chu Thuỳ Liên, 2004).

The Red Dao people
The Dao populati on in Vietnam numbers 751,067 (GSO, 2010). This populati on belongs to 
the Hmông-Dao language group. In Lào Cai, the Dao people are divided into three 
sub-groups: the Red Dao, Dao Tuyển (of Dao Làn Tiẻn) and Dao Họ (Dao Quần Trắng, 
‘white pants’) (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2017). They live in 114 communes in Lào Cai in the Bảo Yên, 
Bảo Thắng, Bảo Yên and Bắc Hà districts. The Red Dao represent 66.7% of the Dao people 
in Lào Cai, and most of the Dao people sett led in Sa Pa belong to this group; Bát Xát 
contains both the Red Dao and Dao Tuyển groups. They form the second largest group in 
Bát Xát and Sa Pa districts, closely following the Hmông people. In Bát Xát, the groups 
represent 26.73% of the populati on in the district, which is equivalent to 3,277 families 
and 17,599 people, present in 17 out of 23 communes and wards. In three of them (i.e. 
Tòng Sành, Dền Sáng and Phìn Ngan), the groups form the totality of the populati on (Phan 
Phương Anh, 2008). In Sa Pa, the groups represent 23.04% of the populati on (Sa Pa Gov, 
2017) and are concentrated in Bản Hồ, Bản Phùng, Tả Phìn, Tả Van and Thanh Kim. Most of 
the individuals belong to the Red Dao group. Dao people in Vietnam came from Yunnan 
during the eighteenth century (Nguyễn Trường Giang, 2015).

Living at the same alti tude, these two groups have the same type of livelihood: forest 
exploitati on for essenti al needs (fi rewood, housing, picking and hunti ng) and wet-rice 
farming. However, the Black Hà Nhì have developed terraced rice fi elds for hundreds of 
years, whereas the Dao people have a long traditi on of swidden culti vati on, though they 
have changed more and more to wet-rice culti vati on in the last decades. Each group has 
similar and dissimilar behaviours towards the ecological environment that triggers diff erent 
degrees of vulnerability to natural disaster.
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DRM Structure and Process in Vietnam and in Lào Cai Province

The DRM process in practi ce, a top-down approach
In Vietnam, the DRM system has been dominated by a top-down approach. A system 
coordinated and led by the Central Steering Committ ee for Natural Disaster Preventi on and 
Control (CSC-NDPC) has been established from the nati onal level to the commune level 
(see Figure 1). The CSC-NDPC is a multi - and cross-sector agency headed by the Minister of 
Agriculture and Rural Development (Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development, 1999), 
with members as senior leaders of relevant nati onal level agencies/ministries. The same 
structure is applied at the provincial and district levels. The ministry of culture and 
department/division of culture (i.e. agencies in charge of cultural heritage management) at 
the local level are members of nati onal and provincial/district committ ees. However, they 
o� en have limited roles in the disaster planning processes. At the commune level, in 
additi on to the government offi  cials, heads of villages are also mobilised and appointed as 
members of the Commune Committ ee. The nati onal committ ee is responsible for 
organising and directi ng all important acti viti es linked to natural disaster preventi on and 
control. The CSC-NDPC also guides and supervises ministries and provinces in the building 
and implementati on of acti on plans, projects and programmes on DRR. Additi onally, the 
CSC-NDPC plays an important role in mobilising fi nancial resources to support recovery 
acti viti es.

Regarding the disaster planning process, every spring, the CSC-NDPC develops a nati onal 
DRM plan and a detailed report containing two components. The fi rst component focuses 
on reviewing all disasters that occurred in the country in the previous year and acti ons 
taken and experiences of dealing with those disasters, as well as lessons learned for the 

Figure 1
Traditi onal disaster risk 
management planning 
(Adapted from Bach Tan 
Sinh et al., 2013, p. 48)
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coming year. The second component specifi es the future forecast of natural disasters in the 
coming years, identi fi es the main risks and proposes approaches and plans to reduce these 
risks. These documents serve as main guidelines for the Provincial Committ ee for Natural 
Disaster Preventi on and Control to develop provincial-level reports and plans. The same 
procedure is applied to the district and commune-level committ ees, and each step follows 
roughly the same template as those at the nati onal level (see Figure 1 for the enti re 
process, from the nati onal to the commune levels).

In these conventi onal disaster management planning approaches and practi ces, community 
and other related stakeholders have limited opportunity to parti cipate. They are only 
consulted when dra�  DRM plans have already been developed. Additi onally, the guidelines 
from higher level agencies are o� en perceived as strict guidance that must be followed by 
lower levels and thus does not encourage feedback. Furthermore, most decision making 
and budgeti ng power is in the hands of the nati onal and provincial levels. The district and 
commune levels only have a small role in the implementati on phase.

DRM planning in Lào Cai province
Traditi onally, the disaster management and planning in Lào Cai applies the same approach 
as menti oned above. However, recognising the limitati on of the conventi onal top-down 
planning and the values and knowledge of local peoples obtained from a long traditi on of 
coping with nati onal disasters, the Community Based Disaster Risk Reducti on (CBDRM) 
Program was approved by the nati onal government in 2001. The enactment of this 
programme has promoted a bott om-up DRM planning approach. Specifi cally, the CBDRM 
approach places community needs and knowledge at the centre of DRM practi ces. Thus, a 
disaster planning process starts at the community (i.e. village and commune) level instead 
of the nati onal level. Once completed, commune disaster management plans serve as 
inputs for the preparati on of the district plan. In turn, the district plans contribute to the 
development of provincial plans. Since 2008, 23 provinces frequently aff ected by natural 
disasters, including Lào Cai, have implemented the CBDRM policy (Bach Tan Sinh et al., 
2013).

IDENTIFYING KNOWN NATURAL HAZARDS AND RISKS IN THE AREA
Natural disasters are defi ned by the Law on Natural Disaster Preventi on and Control 2013 
(LNDPC) as ‘abnormal natural phenomena which may cause damage to human life, 
property, the environment, living conditi ons and socio-economic acti viti es’ (Art. 3), and 
include:

typhoons, tropical low pressure, whirlwinds, lightning, heavy rain, fl oods, fl ash fl oods, 
inundati on, landslides and land subsidence due to fl oods or water currents, water rise, 
seawater intrusion, extremely hot weather, droughts, damaging cold, hail, hoarfrosts, 
earthquakes, tsunamis and other types of natural disasters (SRV, 2013).

Varieti es of Natural Hazards (Types, Severity, Frequency)

Lào Cai is exposed to many of the disasters listed above by the LNDPC. The most damaging 
elements from this list include landslides, fl ash fl oods, whirlwinds, lightning, heavy rain, 
fl oods, hail, hoarfrosts, damaging cold and droughts (LCPPC, 2017).
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Flash fl oods (lũ ống, lũ quét): as explained above, the natural topography of Lào Cai 
embraces two large mountain ranges, the Hoàng Liên mountain range in the west and the 
Elephant Range in the east, with divided terrain, steep slopes, many valleys and deep 
streams. Floods associated with mud and rocks o� en lead to landslides. The most aff ected 
districts include Sa Pa, Bát Xát, Văn Bàn and Mường Khương, with 7 points identi fi ed for 
fl ash fl oods and 445 points for landslides in 2017. Parti cularly, the 71 points for landslides 
identi fi ed in Bát Xát are at the highest level of rock and mud quanti ti es (LCPPC, 2017). 
They occur from June to October and are especially strong from July to September.

River fl oods (lũ sông): roughly four to fi ve heavy rainfalls occur every year, with more than 
100 mm each ti me. Rainfall can combine with converging water from upstream in China 
and the small streams in the surrounding areas to cause river fl ooding. However, the water 
withdraws quickly. The most signifi cant damage is to agricultural producti on along the 
riverside. The aff ected zones include the Bảo Yên, Bảo Thắng and Văn Bàn districts, Lào Cai 
and the communes in the lowlands of the Bát Xát and Mường Khương districts.

Whirlwinds (lốc xoáy), hail (mưa đá) and lightning (giông sét): these events occur from 
March to June, accompanying storms and rainfall. Many whirlwinds of level seven and eight 
appear in Mường Khương, Bát Xát, Bắc Hà, Si Ma Cai and Bảo Yên. The frequency of 
whirlwinds is roughly 10 to 15 ti mes per year, lightning 20 to 30 ti mes per year 
(accompanied by rainfall and whirlwinds) and hail 2 to 3 ti mes per year.

In additi on, there are types of slow-onset hazards, such as drought (hạn hán) and cold 
weather damage (rét đậm rét hại), which do not have direct impacts on infrastructure but 
seriously aff ect the livelihoods of the people dependent on livestock, poultry, rice fi elds and 
crops. Drought can happen during the periods a� er March to April or a� er October to 
November. Severe droughts occur every 20 to 22 years. However, since 1980, extreme 
droughts are much more frequent. For instance, fi ve substanti al droughts were recorded 
from 1983 to 1999 (late 1983 to early 1984; 1985 to 1986; 1990 to 1991; 1993 to 1994; 
and 1998 to 1999) (Lào Cai DARD, 2015). The most recent event was in April to May 2014, 
during which nearly 2,000 ha of rice fi elds and crops were damaged.

Cold weather damage occurs from December to February of the following year, aff ecti ng 
mostly the Sa Pa, Bát Xát, Si Ma Cai, Bắc Hà, Văn Bàn and Mường Khương districts. The 
damage mostly aff ects livestock and human health (see below).

Infl uence of Climate Change
Lào Cai has low exposure to natural disasters compared to provinces in other parts of 
Vietnam, such as the central region and the Mekong Delta (Mai Thanh Sơn et al., 2011). 
Therefore, interventi on and support of climate change adaptati on for the populati on in the 
province has received less att enti on than the regions listed above. This also explains why 
the region has received less att enti on in academic research and why fewer project reports 
have been produced on Lào Cai’s relati on to climate-related risks. Recent research shows 
that over the past several years, the sum total loss of human life and material goods in the 
Mekong Delta is defi niti vely higher than in the northern mountainous area; however, when 
we look more closely at the proporti on of the loss of total revenue and populati on, the loss 
in the northern mountainous region is not less and maybe even more signifi cant than in 
other parts of the country that are more exposed to climate change (Mai Thanh Sơn et al., 
2011). Since 2008, the situati on has changed due to the extreme events of those years 
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(see below). Climate change and natural disasters are identi fi ed as major causes of poverty 
in the populati on among the ethnic minoriti es in the northern mountainous region, and 
during recent years, the region has been more prone to climate change exposure due to 
the growing number of extreme weather events. Additi onally, the populati on’s heavy 
reliance on agricultural livelihoods that are highly suscepti ble to changes in weather 
increases their vulnerability. Additi onally, the high sensiti vity of the northern mountainous 
region in general, and of Lào Cai province in parti cular, to climate change is rooted in the 
region’s main social vulnerabiliti es. For instance, communes in Lào Cai have the lowest per 
capita income, and the province has the highest populati on density compared with other 
provinces in the northern mountainous area (Trang Do et al., 2013). Lào Cai also has high 
illiteracy rates, large families among ethnic minoriti es and low rates of female educati on 
(World Bank, 2010; McElwee, 2010; Trang Do et al., 2013).

History of Recent Disaster Events that have Aff ected the Community

Some typical fl ash fl ood and landslide events in Lào Cai
Flash fl oods and landslides are the most common disasters registered in Lào Cai (Nguyễn 
Trọng Yêm, 2006). Over the past 20 years, in the area populated by the Dao people, 
including Bát Xát, Bắc Hà and Sa Pa, more than 40 severe fl ash fl oods and landslide events 
occurred (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2017). Below are some examples of the extreme events and their 
impacts:

• On the evening of 13 September 2004, in the Sùng Hoảng village, Phìn Ngan 
commune, Bát Xát district, a major landslide a� er heavy rainfall buried 4 families out 
of 23 Dao people. In 2004, in total, Lào Cai province lost 38 people, 5 were injured 
and 58 houses were destroyed and washed away.

• On the night of 8 August 2008, heavy rainfall over a large area led to fl ash fl oods, 
landslides and inundati on in many locati ons of the province. A fl ash fl ood with mud 
and rock, considered to be the largest fl ash fl ood in the history of Lào Cai, killed 66 
people (missing and dead). The majority of the main roads were blocked, local 
water supply works were destroyed and many buildings, houses, paddies, etc., were 
heavily damaged. Hundreds of hectares of rice and vegetable fi elds in the Trịnh 
Tường commune were lost and washed away. In parti cular, the fl ood of mud and 
rock wiped out the village of Tùng Chỉn (in the Bát Xát district) and buried and 
washed away 22 people (Trần Thục and Koos Nee� es (ed.), 2015).6 In total, the fl ood 
season has killed 103 people in the province (76 dead and 27 missing), collapsed 
and damaged 904 houses, with 1,626 other houses damaged slightly, while 2,206 
households had to move out of dangerous areas. 5,415 ha of rice fi elds and crops 
were damaged. Other losses in infrastructure were also signifi cant. The total loss 
caused by natural disasters for 2008 (including the heavy loss in livestock caused by 
damaging cold in the beginning of the year, see below) is esti mated to be 1,024 
billion Vietnamese Dong (VND) (Lào Cai DARD, 2008).

• In August 2012, due to the infl uence of a tropical depression combined with the 
convergence of high winds, the eastern districts of the province had an average 
rainfall of more than 45 mm, parti cularly in the area of Bắc Hà, and local rainfall 

6 The number of dead is not the same according to diff erent sources: they number 24 according to Trần 
Hữu Sơn (2017), and many electronic newspapers state 19 people.
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totalled more than 200 mm and lasted for several hours. On the night of 31 August 
2012, a severe fl ash fl ood swept through the residenti al area of the Nậm Lù and 
Nậm Cang villages and the Nậm Lúc commune in the Bắc Hà district and killed 11 
people, injured 10 and washed away 12 houses of Dao people (Trần Hữu Sơn, 
2017). The fl ood fl att ened 10 ha of land, paddy fi elds and gardens. More than 6 km 
of inter-village roads near Nậm Lúc village were completely paralysed and buried 
under tens of thousands of cubic metres of rock and mud; the wireline 
communicati on network was damaged, and contact between the aff ected village and 
the provincial steering Central Committ ee for Flood and Storm Control (CCFSC) and 
Search and Rescue (SAR) had to rely enti rely on unstable mobile phone connecti ons 
(Trần Thục and Koos Nee� es, 2015).

• A very recent event occurred in August 2016: the infl uence of storms (number 1, 2 
and 3 from July 27 to August 5 and from August 18 to 20), caused whirlwinds, 
lightning and heavy rainfall (with an average rainfall of 100 to 152 mm and 160 mm 
in some areas on August 5). This triggered fl ash fl ooding and a landslide that killed 
27 people (missing and dead) and injured 14. There were 1,558 houses damaged. 
530 houses were evacuated during the storms. The event caused 10,599 ha of 
paddy fi elds and crops to be destroyed and fl ooded. The event also caused 10,980 
catt le and poultry to be killed and washed away. The total loss in agriculture is 
esti mated to be more than 200 billion VND. Seven suspension bridges were washed 
away, and 40 others were damaged; many locati ons on nati onal roads 279, 4D, 32, 
provincial roads 151, 152, 153, 154, 156, 157, 158, 159, 160 and many district, 
communal and village roads were damaged and fl ooded out; 5 small hydropower 
dams were damaged; 14 schools were damaged; the water supply system was 
damaged for eight communes, and the Phìn Ngan commune was without electricity 
for many days. The total loss is esti mated to be more than 680 billion VND.

• The two districts mostly aff ected were Bát Xát and Sa Pa, with 11 people killed 
(dead and missing) and 7 injured. Once again, a Dao village, Sùng Hoảng 2 (in the 
same area of the 2004 event) was destroyed, with 3 people killed and 16 houses 
washed away. Some other villages have been evacuated, including Van Hồ (34 
houses) in the Phìn Ngan commune, Bát Xát district (LCPPC, 2016). They all belong 
to the Red Dao people.

Recovery, diffi  culti es and challenges
A� er fl ash fl oods and landslide events in the past, Lào Cai authoriti es have provided a 
signifi cant amount of support to aff ected people; however, in remote areas with limited 
access to resources, people are forced to rely on themselves post-disaster. Therefore, 
organisati on of post-disaster recovery under the ‘four on-the-spots’ mott o (leadership on 
the spot, human resources and forces on the spot, materials and logisti cs on the spot) is 
very important. Government eff orts focus on SAR, restoring infrastructure (roads, schools, 
medical centres, etc.) and relocati ng aff ected people. Support from the government also 
includes money for damaged households and for food and water for people in fl ooded 
zones and agriculture seed for aff ected farming families. People have to rebuild their own 
lives. For the Dao people who have lost their houses, they are usually relocated to a safer 
place that is chosen by local authoriti es. One of the most signifi cant challenges is restoring 
their livelihood, as the producti ve land is reduced or as people are relocated far from their 
homeland. For example, one year a� er the 2016 fl ash fl ood in Bát Xát, the village of Sùng 
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Hoảng 2 was totally rebuilt with 35 households (about 180 peoples) in a new sett lement 
on top of a hill 10 km away from the older locati on. In July 2017, these individuals sti ll did 
not have electricity, clean water or a road to connect them to other faciliti es and villages. 
In parti cular, there were no water sources in the new locati on to develop rice fi elds, and as 
a consequence, about a dozen families rebuilt shelters in the older village to be able to 
work in the fi elds. This, again, makes them vulnerable to fl ash fl ooding in the future. Only 
a few families stayed in the new sett lement, most of whom consisted of the elderly and 
children (see Figure 2 in the following secti on).

Historical freezing and the damaging cold event of 2008
The historical freezing and damaging cold event that lasted for 38 days, from 15 January to 
21 February 2008, was an historic event in the Northern Delta and Midlands and led to 
very serious damages and losses. During this cold event, the minimum temperature 
dropped to record lows in Sa Pa of �1.6oC (on February 14). Ice, snow and frost lasted for 
many days in high mountainous areas of Lào Cai, such as in Bát Xát, Mường Khương, Bắc 
Hà, Si Ma Cai and Sa Pa. This year experienced the longest durati on of damaging cold and 
the largest areas of ice and snow on record in Vietnam. The losses recorded in Lào Cai 
were the most severe compared with other provinces, including 18,760 livestock, and most 
of the winter/spring rice and crops were lost (Lào Cai DARD, 2008).

Recovery, diffi  culti es and challenges
Researchers have pointed out that local authoriti es in many areas usually pay less att enti on 
to slow-onset hazards such as damaging cold. However, the Dao and Hmong people rely 
heavily on agriculture and free-feeding practi ces (for livestock and poultry), which are 
strongly aff ected by extreme and extended cold events. As a consequence, once they 
happen, these events o� en cause serious damage (such as loss of catt le, horses and 
vegetables) for local communiti es and thus make their poverty reducti on eff orts much 
more challenging. Recognising this problem, a� er the historical cold event in 2008, the 
Vietnamese government made an immediate decision to provide support and 
compensati on to the aff ected regions. The government has also engaged in eff orts to raise 
awareness and build capacity for local communiti es so that they can bett er prepare for and 
cope with cold weather events.

Droughts and wildfi res
A historical wildfi re event started on 8 February 2010 (25 of Lunar New Year), in the Tả Van 
commune, Sa Pa district and reached the forest core zone of Hoàng Liên Nati onal Park 
(Hồng Hà, 2010). Offi  cially, the fi re ended on February 15, but in some areas, the fi re 
lasted for a month (Lãng Quân, 2010). This extreme wildfi re happened a� er several 
months of drought and had very severe consequences: about 3,000 ha (even more, 
according to Trần Hữu Sơn (2018)) of forest were burned. Three communes (of the six 
aff ected) belong to the Lào Cai province: Tả Van, Bản Hồ and Lao Chải – areas of Hmong 
and Red Dao people.

In 2014, a long drought triggered by many prolonged heatwaves from May to September 
caused a loss of 13,589 ha of paddy fi elds and crops in Mường Khương, Si Ma Cai, Văn 
Bàn, Bảo Thắng and Sa Pa (Lào Cai DARD, 2015).
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Recovery, diffi  culti es and challenges
Heat waves and drought cause serious consequences for the livelihood of local 
populati ons. They also increase the danger of wildfi res, which require only a litt le human 
carelessness. When we search using the keywords ‘wildfi re in Hoàng Liên Sơn Nati onal 
Park’ on Google, we fi nd few wildfi re events in electronic newspapers almost every year. 
Local populati ons living in this area earn an important part of their living through the 
culti vati on of cardamom, which they dry in the forest a� er harvest using fi rewood that 
easily causes wildfi res. In most wildfi re events, there is no human loss of life, but the 
impact on the forest is very signifi cant. Furthermore, wildfi res increase the vulnerability of 
the local landscape and its populati on to further disasters such as landslides and fl ash 
fl ooding.

ICH CURRENT SITUATION IN LÀO CAI PROVINCE IN ASSOCIATION WITH 
NATURAL HAZARDS AND DISASTERS

Impacts of Natural Disasters on ICH

Since ICH is diffi  cult to materialise, the clear conceptualisati on of this noti on is necessary to 
bett er facilitate the assessment of natural disasters’ impacts on ICH. According to recent 
research (Wilson and Ballard, 2017), ICH can be captured under the rubrics of People as 
the agents of ICH (i.e. individuals, communiti es, agents, transmitt ers, transactors, 
insti tuti ons and states); Place as the material or tangible se�  ng (i.e. sites, environments, 
resources, sett lements, objects and artefacts); and Story as immaterial and intangible 
se�  ngs (i.e. knowledge, narrati ve and traditi on). This concepti on of ICH will be used in the 
following sub-secti ons to support the assessment of natural disasters’ impacts on ICH.

This report relies mainly on secondary data. However, very limited informati on exists 
regarding the impact of natural disasters on ICH. We have reviewed a number of 
documents related to DRM, including reports/stati sti cs about losses and damages caused 
by hazards such as fl ash fl ooding, landslides and extremely cold weather in Lào Cai. 
Nevertheless, no informati on exists regarding damages directly related to the local ICH, 
even in the recent Post-Disaster Needs Assessment (PDNA) reports. The PDNA became a 
legal requirement in 2015 a� er the endorsement (by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 
Development (MPI, 2015)) of the nati onal guidelines on inventory of losses/damages 
caused by natural disasters. This document menti ons the need to invent damages related 
to the culture sector. However, only the Place (i.e. the material or tangible se�  ng, including 
‘cultural building,7 cultural and historical site, scenic landscape, assets, cultural equipment’ 
(Arti cle 5.đ.)) is referred to. In additi on, both the 2016 and 2017 PDNA reports do not 
menti on material losses associated with local ICH. Similar gaps were identi fi ed in the 
annual reports of the SCNDPC8 over the last 10 years.

In the culture sector, the PDNA process does not exist (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2017). The 
Department of Culture, Tourism and Sport and their lower-level line agencies have never 
conducted any assessment of the impact of natural disasters on local ICH. Most of the 
damages recorded to date relate to tangible heritage, such as impacts of the extreme hail 

7 Defi ned as ‘build insti tuti ons to serve cultural, informati on and propaganda acti viti es’ (Art. 2. 13).
8 This report reviews the losses and damages caused by natural disasters in the province and identi fi es 

key experiences and learning.
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events in 2013 on the Bắc Hà Temple and Hoàng A Tưởng Palace (Lào Cai DCST, 2013) and 
in 2017 on the temple of Bảo Hà (Bảo Hà TMB, 2017). However, clarity was not 
established on the way local ICH that was associated with these Places was aff ected, for 
instance, the interrupti on of local festi val acti viti es and religious practi ces. It is important to 
note that the Festi val of Bảo Hà temple had been inscribed in the nati onal list of ICH 2016.

Given the informati on gap described above, we can only conduct a general discussion 
about the impacts of natural disasters on ICH in Lào Cai. Firstly, with regards to the ICH 
agents, natural disasters have caused signifi cant human losses in Lào Cai in general and in 
Bát Xát and Sa Pa in parti cular. The number of deaths and missing people, among which 
the Dao people are o� en the most numerous, was 26 in 2016 and 11 in 2017 (Bích Hợp, 
2017) (see previous secti on on recent disaster events in 2016). Since people have 
knowledge of ICH and are the most important element, human losses will inevitably cause 
some disrupti on and interrupti on of ICH performance and transmission.

Secondly, climate-related disasters have also had signifi cant impacts on the Places 
associated with local ICH. For the Hà Nhì and Dao people, the places considered as 
tangible se�  ngs of their ICH are consti tuted of forest, rice fi elds and houses of vernacular 
architecture. As a traditi on, the Dao people always choose to live along streams and rivers 
in the mountainous areas. Their daily lives and livelihood are therefore closely related to 
water and the forest. The fl ash fl ood in 2016 destroyed the whole Sung Hoang village 
where the Dao people had been living. As a result, people lost all their ICH-related se�  ngs, 
such as houses, cultural spaces and environments and had to move to other locati ons. The 
problem is that the relocati on programme was designed and determined by the 
government without limited consultati on with local communiti es and considerati on of their 
ICH practi ces. People were moved far away from their traditi onal living environment (i.e. 
10 km for the new Sùng Hoảng village). According to some researchers and offi  cials from 
Lào Cai DCST, this change in living environment has had a negati ve infl uence on 
Dao-related ICH, as forest and watersheds are considered sacred places, where individuals 
perform rituals and that nurture their beliefs. Additi onally, the new houses provided by the 
government were made from concrete with fi brocement roof instead of traditi onal 
materials, such as wooden structures, rammed earth wall and thatched roof. This may lead 
to the decline of traditi onal building knowledge and techniques.

Figure 2
Thirty-fi ve families of Sùng 
Hoảng village victi ms of 2016 
fl ash fl ood are relocated in a 
new place, 10 km away from 
the old village locati on. The 
new houses are in concrete 
with fi brocement roof. 
(©Hà Thanh and Chí Tuệ)
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Similarly, droughts, wildfi res, hails and extreme cold events are considered signifi cant 
threats for local ICH. For instance, these events have caused serious damage to local 
forests and crops, leading to signifi cant reducti on of raw materials (e.g. bamboo, medicinal 
trees, herbs and plants) for traditi onal livelihoods and cra� smanship, such as the 
basketwork of the Hà Nhì people and traditi onal healing practi ces of the Dao.

Role of Local Knowledge (ICH) in DRR and Climate Change Adaptati on (CCA)

In this secti on, we look at how ICH, or more specifi cally local knowledge, contributes to a 
lessening in the vulnerability of the community to natural hazards. Vulnerability (of 
community, assets and systems) is the combinati on of the degree of exposure, sensiti vity 
and adapti ve capacity (Phan Phương Anh and Vũ Cảnh Toàn, 2013). For instance, a social 
group living in areas frequently aff ected by fl ash fl oods and easily aff ected by fl ash fl ood 
events is considered to be highly vulnerable if they have limited capacity to this hazard, 
and vice versa.

Exposure to hazard depends on geographic locati on, property values in the aff ected area 
and the intensity and frequency of natural disasters. Sensibility can be interpreted as the 
degree to which a community or livelihood acti viti es are aff ected by disasters. For example, 
the elderly and children are o� en most impacted by temperature change, whereas free-
feeding catt le are more frequently aff ected by heatwaves and cold weather. Adapti ve 
capacity includes aspects such as fi nancial (e.g. the economic autonomy and ability of 
communiti es to respond to disaster events); technical (e.g. the capacity of DRM agencies in 
providing accurate weather forecast and eff ecti ve fl ood early warning system; the skills and 
knowledge of communiti es in building storm/fl ood resistant housing; capacity to provide 
stable clean water and electricity even during ti me of disasters, etc.); insti tuti onal and 
policy (e.g. the eff ecti veness of organisati onal structures on DRR and CCA, the coordinati on 
between relevant agencies and the eff ecti veness of policies and strategies in DRR and CCA); 
social and cultural (e.g. social cohesion and community networks, traditi onal knowledge in 
dealing with natural disasters, such as living with fl oods) factors.

X

VULNERABILITY =

Exposure degree

• geographical loca�on
• proprety values in the 

affected area
• intensity & frequency of 

disaster 

Sensi�vity

• factors as age, gender
• type of livehood more or 

less sensible to disaster 

Adap�ve capacity

• financial; technical
• ins�tu�onal (policy, governance)

• social & cultural

Figure 3 Vulnerability framework
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According to reviewed documents, Lào Cai government officials leading culture 
management and local researchers, ICH plays an important role in reducing exposure to 
natural disasters as well as in improving the capacity of local communiti es (i.e. the Dao and 
Hà Nhì people) in dealing natural disasters. Below are some examples.

Environmental knowledge of the Dao people about water sources and the forest
The Dao people o� en live near water sources in mountainous areas and have a strong 
connecti on to the water. Among 466 villages of Dao people in the Lào Cai province, 151 
are named in relati on with water sources (nậm, khe, suối, hồ) (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2017). The 
experiences of living with the water allows them to gain a deeper insight into the local 
geographical and hydrological conditi ons so that they can fi nd the proper locati on to sett le. 
According to a local researcher and former senior culture offi  cial, the Dao people o� en 
sett le their villages (instead of individual houses) in the middle elevati on level (never in a 
narrow valley between mountains) and at least 300 m away from nearby rivers/streams 
(Trần Hữu Sơn, 2018). In additi on, these villages are always located and protected by a 
forest to the rear. This knowledge and these practi ces have helped the Dao people to be 
less exposed to fl ash fl oods, inundati on and landslides.

Additi onally, Dao communiti es consider surrounding forests as sacred places and have 
special mechanisms and customary laws to strictly protect these forests and watersheds 
surrounding their communiti es. The Dao people name themselves kìm mùn (or kiềm miền), 
signifying ‘forest people’. This ti tle indicates a close relati onship, and linkages between 
them and their forests are considered sacred (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2017). Each Dao village has its 
sacred forest where individuals worship the forest god and the spirit of the village.

Sacred mechanisms and customary laws to protect the forest of the Black Hà Nhì
Similarly, forests have a parti cular place in the life of the Black Hà Nhì people in Lào Cai. 
Given their traditi onal att achment to wet-rice culti vati on, their daily lives and livelihoods 
are highly water-dependent. Thus, protecti ng the forest that plays a key role in regulati ng 
water resources is vital for them. The Black Hà Nhì communiti es believe that the forests 
(trees and wild animals) have souls like human beings and are controlled by supernatural 
powers. They divided the forest surrounding their village into four forbidden forest groups 
corresponding to the worship of Gà ma do (protecti ve God), Mu thu do (fecundity god and 
wife of Gà ma do), Thủ ty gods (founders of the village who ensure the peace and security 
of the village and protect livestock and poultries from diseases) and forest for 
entertainment (i.e. places for community acti viti es) (A gò là do) (Duong Tuan Nghia, 2017, 
Trần Hữu Sơn, 2017).

The rituals and festi vals venerati ng the forest gods and water genies create a sacred 
sancti on in order to protect the forest, watershed and water sources (Lào Cai DCST, 2015). 
Each Black Hà Nhì’s village develops a system of customary laws consisti ng of village rules 
and sancti ons for violati on of these rules. For example, these documents require the need 
for ‘taking care of trees, preventi ng fi re, soil erosions and protecti ng habitat’s topographical 
se�  ng’ (Lào Cai DCST, 2015). The rules also precisely forbid acti ons, picking/exploitati on 
rules and the responsibility to mobilise the community to protect the forest against 
wildfi res. Every human acti on (picking, dry fi rewood collecti ng, bamboo sprout picking, 
hunti ng, etc.) is strictly banned in the sacred forest. Villagers are only allowed to collect dry 
fi rewood at the ritual of worshipping forest gods to cook off ering meals (Trần Hữu Sơn, 
2017). Violati on of the forest protecti on rules, such as cu�  ng down a tree or causing a fi re, 
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are charged with a fi ne, and detecti on of an intruder is rewarded.

Making the forest sacred and implementi ng strict customary laws as described above have 
contributed signifi cantly to the protecti on of the forest surrounding the Hà Nhì villages and 
thus has reduced the threat posed by fl ash fl oods and landslides to the Hà Nhì community 
(Trần Hữu Sơn, 2017; Duong Tuan Nghia, 2017).

Local knowledge to build resistant housing for extreme weather
Since the Hà Nhì people have lived in high a�  tude for centuries, they have been 
frequently aff ected by extreme cold weather and windy conditi ons. To deal with such 
extreme conditi ons, they have developed some special techniques in building their houses. 
These techniques consist of applying knowledge about choosing the right locati on, the right 
materials from local resources (e.g. rock and stone for foundati on, clay for rammed earth 
wall that has double layers and is at least 60 cm thick, wood for frames and straw for 
thatched roofi ng), and about designing the right structure (i.e. the vernacular architecture). 
There is much evidence showing the strong capacity of these houses in dealing with 
extreme conditi ons such as strong wind and extreme and extended cold (Lý Khai Phà, 
1998).

Healing knowledge using medicinal plants
The Dao people are well-known among Vietnamese ethnic minority groups for having very 
diverse healing skills and rich knowledge about the medicinal properti es of plants (Lê Thị 
Thanh Hương and Nguyễn Trung Thành, 2016). This includes knowledge about the locati on 
and procurement of medicinal plants in the forest, the benefi ts of these plants and how to 
use them for healing and improving human health. The Dao people have collected and 
used more than 50 wild medicinal plants for healing purposes (Nguyễn Ngọc Thanh, 2016). 
Several remedies (e.g. đìa nhặn soup) can be benefi cial for people in dealing with 
extremely cold weather. The Dao people have also used diff erent compositi ons of plants 
and herbs to treat arthriti s and sti ff ness caused by extremely low temperatures (Lê Thị 
Thanh Hương and Nguyễn Trung Thành, 2016).

Community network and cohesion as social capital in preparedness, response and 
recovery
Community networks, cohesion and mutual support can play important roles in preparing 
for, responding to and recovering from disaster events (Hiwasaki, Luna and Marçal, 2015). 
In the Black Hà Nhì and Dao communiti es in Lào Cai, this community cohesion and network 
are strengthened due to the practi ce of traditi onal livelihood models and ritual and 
religious acti viti es. For example, Dao communiti es in Lào Cai have practi sed the reciprocal 
exchange of labour (pụi công) for farming acti viti es for years. People also provide mutual 
aid (chảng khả) to each other for more labour-intensive work, such as house building/
renovati ng, ti mber and bamboo transportati on and husbandry-making for catt le. Building a 
house in Black Hà Nhì communiti es o� en involves the whole village’s support (Lý Khai Phà, 
1998). People also help each other move catt le to warm and safe places to deal with 
extremely cold and windy conditi ons. In additi on, individuals and households having 
diffi  culty or need fi nancial support can always borrow money from other family members 
or other families in their village with zero interest (pang chang mủa) (Khổng Diễn, 1996, 
pp. 136-139). This mutual fi nancial support helps families aff ected by, for example, fl ash 
fl oods and landslides to rebuild and/or repair their damaged houses and recover quickly 
from disasters.
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According to ICH management practi ti oners and local researchers, this strong community 
network and mutual support, strengthened by traditi onal livelihood acti viti es and cultural 
practi ces, have made a signifi cant contributi on towards improving social capital and thus 
the capacity of the Dao and Hà Nhì people in responding to natural disasters, especially 
during disaster and recovery phases (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2017). In high a�  tude, remote, 
mountainous areas where these communiti es are living, this local and internal-based 
capital is even more important as it may take signifi cant ti me for external support forces/
resources to arrive in ti mes of disasters due to the long distance and poor infrastructure 
conditi ons.

Religious beliefs, rituals, festi ve events, psychological strength to respond to 
disaster and cohesion in recovery
The Black Hà Nhì and Dao communiti es have strong beliefs in gods and a deep 
appreciati on of nature. They organise regular ceremonies and festi vals, such as forest 
worship and agriculture-related rituals to ask god for rain, producti ve harvests, and the 
reducti on of disaster risks and disaster events such as fl oods and droughts (Trần Hữu Sơn, 
2018). Local ICH researchers interviewed for this study confi rm that such beliefs and ritual 
practi ces have helped the Black Hà Nhì and Dao communiti es in Lào Cai to bett er cope 
psychologically with disasters. This point is consistent with other studies that highlight the 
role of the religious beliefs in supernatural power in providing mental strength to believers, 
enabling disaster survivors to bett er cope with suff ering and calamiti es and to maintain 
stability and strengthen social cohesion (IFRC, 2014; Schipper, 2010).

We can see that local knowledge may be involved in every aspect of DRR and adaptati on, 
such as in predicti ng, preparing for, miti gati ng the consequences of and recovering from 
disaster events. However, climate change, urbanisati on, economic growth and globalisati on 
have posed signifi cant challenges to the protecti on and maintenance of this knowledge. 
The following secti on will examine some cases where local knowledge/ICH is in 
endangered situati ons. This, in turn, may have negati ve impacts on people’s vulnerability to 
climate-related disasters.

Non-Climate Factors Infl uencing the Protecti on and Maintenance of ICH and 
Thus Vulnerability of Ethnic Community Groups to Natural Disasters

According to local offi  cials in charge of ICH management in Lào Cai, the protecti on and 
maintenance of local ICH in general and ICH related to the Red Dao and Black Hà Nhì 
communiti es in parti cular has been highly challenging due primarily to non-climate-related 
factors such as pressures caused by populati on and economic growth and the lack of 
considerati on of ICH in cultural and development policies (and not climate-related 
disasters). Research informants in Lào Cai have identi fi ed a number of examples regarding 
the increased loss (either partly or fully) of local ICH in the Red Dao and Black Hà Nhì 
communiti es. These losses, in turn, have increased the degree of vulnerability of the Red 
Dao and Black Hà Nhì people because ICH plays an important role in protecti ng them and 
improving their capacity to deal with natural disasters as discussed above.

Firstly, as menti oned earlier, the Dao people know where to fi nd safe places to build their 
houses so that they are less exposed to fl ash fl oods and landslides (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2017). 
However, the populati on growth rate among the Dao communiti es has signifi cantly 
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increased (Nguyễn Thế Huệ, 2003). This demographic explosion has forced the Dao people 
to move closer to streams/rivers, where the risks in relati on to fl ash fl oods and landslides 
are much higher (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2017).

Secondly, populati on growth has also created signifi cant pressure on traditi onal crop 
practi ces and forest protecti on. On the one hand, to ensure food safety and the demand of 
the signifi cantly increased populati on, the Dao people have had to expand their culti vati on 
land and modify their traditi onal swidden farming practi ces by shortening the ti me their 
fi elds are fallowed from 3 to 10 years (Phàn Phù Lìn, 2007). According to informants in Lào 
Cai, these acti ons have triggered deforestati on and led to signifi cant exhausti on of soils, 
resulti ng in soil instability. As a result, fl ash fl oods and landslides have become more 
frequent and severe. On the other hand, the Black Hà Nhì populati on is much smaller than 
the Dao group, calculated at only around 2000 people in 1998 (Xuân Mai, 1998; Trần Hữu 
Sơn, 2017). They have also experienced much less pressure from populati on growth and 
have done a bett er job maintaining traditi onal farming practi ces and their sacred forests. 
Therefore, the Black Hà Nhì people have been less vulnerable to natural disasters than the 
Dao group, although they are basically living in the same geographical conditi ons (Trần hữu 
Sơn, 2018).

Thirdly, the loss of local ICH is also a result of cultural and economic development policies. 
For example, during the 1960s to the 1980s, the practi ces of religious acti viti es, such as 
rituals and ceremonies related to the sacred forest, were considered ‘supersti ti ous’ 
acti viti es (mê tí n dị đoan) and thus were prohibited by the State. Signifi cant losses of 
agriculture and forest-related rituals and festi val acti viti es that led to an increase in the 
violati on of sacred forests were documented later in both the Dao and Black Hà Nhì 
communiti es (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2018). For instance, people in the Phìn Ngan village, Trịnh 
Tường commune in the Bát Xát district stopped practi sing rituals related to the sacred 
forest long before our fi eld survey in 2007 (Phàn Phù Lìn, 2007).

Signifi cant cultural changes related to local ICH in Lào Cai due to economic development 
policies were also documented. Since 1968, the Vietnamese government introduced the 
sett led agriculture and sedentarisati on programme to ethnic minoriti es. This programme 
has shi� ed the living style of these groups from scatt ered small villages to concentrated 
areas. Additi onally, the new areas are o� en planned and designed by the State, with 
limited engagement of local communiti es and limited use of their knowledge. Furthermore, 
since 1990, under the nati onwide transiti on from a collecti ve to a market-oriented 
economy, the new agricultural model that combined wet-rice culti vati on and industrial 
forest planti ng was introduced (Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development, 1999). As a 
result, local communiti es were encouraged to plant industrial trees such as cardamom in 
primary forests. Although the plantati on of these trees has made an important contributi on 
to poverty reducti on (Phàn Phù Lìn, 2007), the conti nued expansion of industrial trees in 
primary forests has considerably reduced biodiversity (Phạm Ngọc Triển, 2016) and is 
considered an important cause for the increase in intensity and frequency of fl ash fl oods 
and landslides.

Finally, globalisati on and industrialisati on have also pushed the local ICH in the endangered 
directi on. For example, the availability of cheap industrial plasti c containers and texti les 
from China in large quanti ti es (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2018) has discouraged local communiti es 
from conti nuing with basketwork and producing traditi onal texti les. In the long term, this 
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phenomenon will likely lead to the loss of knowledge about these traditi onal cra� s. 
Similarly, local building knowledge has been lost due to the replacement of industrial 
materials and techniques.

Healing knowledge of the Dao people has also been more and more replaced by modern 
medicine. This is also because of the signifi cant decline in medicinal plants and trees due 
to increased deforestati on (Vũ Trường Giang and Nguyễn Thị Tám, 2015) and over-
exploitati on to meet the demands of the domesti c and internati onal (i.e. mostly Chinese) 
markets (Trần Hữu Sơn, 2018).

The Gap in ICH Management in Relati on to DRR/DRM

Based on a review of current policies related to DRR/DRM/CCA and culture management, 
we propose that a large gap exists regarding the overlap between ICH and DRR/DRM/CCA. 
There are a number of reasons for this asserti on. Below are some examples:

• A signifi cant lack of considerati on of ICH in DRR and CCA is apparent. ICH has not 
been referred to in most of the current policies, government reports and 
assessments related to disasters and climate change. In some cases, local knowledge 
is menti oned in a very general manner. However, the current conditi on of this 
knowledge; how natural disasters, climate change and other factors aff ect this 
knowledge; how this knowledge contributes specifi cally to DRR and CCA; and how to 
protect and maintain this knowledge remain unclear and understudied.

• There is also a lack of considerati on of natural disaster and climate change in 
current culture-related policies. For instance, disaster risks are not menti oned in any 
documents related to ICH safeguarding and promoti on projects and programmes 
(either at the nati onal level or in the Lào Cai province) from 2010 to 2016 that are 
reviewed in this study (Minister, 2016; LCPCP, 2015; LCPPC, 2017).
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