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Summary

The media can play a significant role in shaping 
public opinion on environmental policy and can 
influence the process of policy formulation and 
implementation. However, research exploring these 
impacts has been limited, particularly in developing 
countries and in the context of REDD+ (reducing 
emissions from deforestation and forest degradation). 
Using Vietnam as a case study, this report explores 
media coverage of REDD+ and discusses its impacts 
on REDD+ development and implementation 
in Vietnam. This study also identifies key actors 
discussing REDD+ and opportunities and constraints 
for reporting on REDD+ in Vietnam. Three 
representative newspapers were selected and articles 
from these were searched using key phrases related 
to REDD+ and then coded using media framing 
and a media code book. Nine in-depth interviews 
with journalists who have reported on REDD+ were 
also conducted to complement the interpretation of 
the data. 

This study highlighted three factors that influence 
the media in reporting on REDD+ in Vietnam. 
First, the government is engaged in international 
REDD+ initiatives and various national policies on 
REDD+ have been developed. Secondly, the media 
is controlled by the government; the official role of 
media is to spread propaganda about state politics 
and policies and promote patriotism and socialist 
ideology. Thirdly, local stakeholders lack information 
and journalists have limited capacity. 

Since the media in Vietnam is mainly a vehicle of 
the Party, the results of this media analysis should 
be interpreted differently from countries with a free 
press. This analysis thus reflects the positions of the 
Party rather than other actors.

The media in Vietnam has covered REDD+ issues 
since 2007 and has gradually increased its reporting 
thanks to the launch of numerous REDD+ policies 
and programmes. The fact that REDD+ coverage 
has improved in both quantity and quality shows 
that REDD+ has received increasing attention and 
support from the government and donors, and the 
opportunities for financial flows are recognised. 
However, REDD+ receives much less coverage than 
other climate change issues because:

•	 the major focus of concern about climate change in 
Vietnam is rising sea levels not REDD+;

•	 journalist have a limited understanding of 
REDD+; and

•	 scientists, the private sector and civil society 
organisations have limited voices in the policy 
making process and are not active participants in 
the debate. 

As a result of the government’s control of the media, 
coverage of REDD+ reflects government policy and 
orientation. Reporting on REDD+ is mainly framed 
around the implementation of the national REDD+ 
programme and policies, and associated issues related 
to effectiveness and equity. Efficiency issues have 
not been widely discussed since the priority of the 
government and donors was piloting the scheme and 
they covered these costs themselves. 

This report identifies international organisations and 
government agencies as the key actors discussing 
REDD+ in Vietnam. While the perspectives of 
business enterprises were raised in the media coverage, 
the voices of scientists, international nongovernmental 
organisations (NGOs), civil society and marginalised 
groups were absent. The government, and 
international organisations are optimistic about the 
future of REDD+, particularly its effectiveness and 
equity impact, while business associations and some 
journalists expressed their concern about equity issues. 

The media presents little analysis of the potential 
negative impacts of REDD+, including controversial 
and critical issues often raised by scientists and the 
international community such as leakage, insecure 
land tenure, involvement of indigenous groups and 
technical challenges such as carbon measurement. 
However, this study suggests that journalists should 
not be blamed for the limited coverage of REDD+ 
since the government, scientists, civil society and 
NGOs have a responsibility to ensure the public is 
given comprehensive and up-to-date information. 
Further training of journalists on REDD+ and 
better coordination and knowledge sharing amongst 
stakeholders are essential in facilitating REDD+ 
implementation in Vietnam and improving media 
coverage on REDD+.





Reducing emissions from deforestation and forest 
degradation (REDD+)1 has received increasing 
international and national attention. REDD+ 
primarily refers to i) developing mechanisms to 
make payments to developing countries for reducing 
emissions from deforestation and forest degradation 
(relative to a reference level); and ii) readiness 
activities that prepare countries for participation in 
the REDD+ mechanism (Angelsen 2008). While 
REDD+ is generally accepted to be important in 
global efforts to reduce emissions, little analysis has 
been made of how far policy makers and the general 
public understand REDD+ and what they expect 
from it. This creates difficulties for the national 
implementation of REDD+. 

Mass media is often seen as an important means to 
shape the expression of political identities and culture 
(Dittmer, 2005) and influence public perceptions 
of an issue (Boykoff 2008). Conversely, the policy 
agenda also often directly influences the media 
agenda (Rogers and Dearing 2007). Yet, analysis and 
understanding of media coverage of climate change 
in general and REDD+ in particular are limited 
(Mansfield 2007, Fahn 2008). Several studies have 
attempted to address this gap but these analyses only 
look at climate change issues in general (Boykoff 
2008, Dung 2008, Tynkkynen 2010). In-depth 
study is needed of media coverage of REDD+ 
to complement technical efforts in addressing 
REDD+ issues. 

REDD+ offers the potential to channel significant 
financial resources to developing countries if they can 
show a measurable reduction in deforestation and 
forest degradation (CIFOR 2010a). The mechanism, 
however, is still new and requires ‘learning by doing’. 

Introduction

To address this challenge, CIFOR is carrying out a 
global comparative study on REDD+. The project 
draws out lessons learned by identifying what works 
in REDD+ initiatives. At least nine countries in 
Latin America, Africa and Asia will be included in 
the study over the four years. This study is part of the 
national REDD+ policies and processes component 
of the Global Comparative Study on REDD+ (GCS-
REDD+) designed and coordinated by CIFOR. 
Using Vietnam as a case study, this study aims to 
address the following research questions:
•	 What are the existing discourses in the country’s 

media and how do they shape the options 
negotiated in the national REDD+ arenas? 

•	 Who are the key actors influencing or using 
specific discourse about REDD+ in the media?

•	 What are opportunities and constraints for 
journalists and reporters in Vietnam in covering 
REDD+? 

Through analysis of media discourses this study 
intends to identify how REDD+ debates are framed 
in the policy domain, what concerns and claims are 
expressed in these, how different narratives about 
REDD+ relate to each other, and how these are used 
by actors representing different interests to strengthen 
political coalitions. 

The report is structured in four parts: part 1 
establishes the relevance of this study and provides 
an overview of REDD+ and the role of the media in 
Vietnam; part 2 presents the methodology used in 
compiling and coding media coverage of REDD+; 
part 3 presents the results of the study; and part 
4 discusses the result of the analysis and offers 
recommendations.

1  Terminology around reducing emissions from deforestation is changing. Since the 2009 UN Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen 
we use the full abbreviation REDD+, which stands for reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation and enhancing forest 
carbon stocks in developing countries. Any references to RED or REDD refer to earlier agreements on the same mechanisms, more limited in 
scope (Angelsen 2009).



1.1. Media analysis, climate change  
and REDD+ 
The mass media is a key actor in identifying and 
interpreting environmental issues and mediating 
a social relationship between scientists, policy 
actors and the public (Spector and Kitsuse 1977, 
Schoenfeld et al. 1979, Beck 1992, Baron 2006, 
Boykoff and Boykoff 2007, Carvalho 2007, Moser 
and Dilling 2007, Boykoff and Mansfield 2008). The 
media not only empowers people to make informed 
choices by reporting the news objectively (Shanahan 
2007) but can also act as an important ‘validator’ of 
science (Carvalho 2007). Paletz (1999) and Crow 
(2010) also highlight the role of the media as a 
watchdog on government and as an effective public 
forum for people to express their opinions and exert 
certain influence on policy formulation and change.

With increased public interest in climate change in 
general and REDD+ in particular, scholars from a 
range of disciplines have focused their attention on 
media coverage of these issues (Wilson 1995, Boykoff 
and Boykoff 2007, Boykoff and Mansfield 2008, 
Anderson 2009). However, gaps in the literature call 
for further research. Boykoff and Boykoff (2007) 
pointed out that the influence of the media and 
environmental policy making on each other has not 
been widely studied. Crow (2010) further asserted 
that most media scholarship related to the policy 
cycle does not establish causality and no consistent 
and well-developed theory of media influence 
over policy processes has been established. Mass 
communication theories often overlook public policy 
processes and the public policy literature rarely 
analyses the role of media in the policy cycle in any 
depth (Crow 2010). 

In addition, although the number of studies 
looking at the impact of media and climate 
change has increased, most focus on the US and 
UK press (Bendix and Liebler 1991, Boykoff and 
Boykoff 2007) and very few analyse these impacts 
in developing countries. More internationally 
comparative work which examines divergences 
across and within different media outlets that are 

governed by different socioeconomic, political and 
cultural contexts needs to be undertaken (Anderson 
2009). Future research could fruitfully explore the 
reasons for different levels of coverage in different 
countries, their different emphases and why the 
views of developing countries are rarely aired (Painter 
2007, Shanahan 2007, Anderson 2009). This would 
help to improve communication and identify the 
main barriers towards change (Anderson 2009, 
Crow 2010).

This study attempts to addresses these gaps by 
providing a case study exploring the roles of the 
media and policy entrepreneurs in initiating policy 
change in local environmental policy processes 
related to REDD+ in Vietnam.

1.2. The media in Vietnam
Political pressures significantly influence media 
characteristics (Carvalho 2007, Boykoff and 
Mansfield 2008). Those who control the media 
have the power to silence and suppress issues and 
decide what can be published (Anderson 2009). 
Although the media is recognised in the literature 
as a key actor in influencing policy formulation and 
implementation, often overlooked are the ‘behind-
the-scenes’ battles which influence whether an issue 
gets media coverage or not, and which actors are 
able to access the media, achieve and secure coverage 
(Murdock et al. 2003, Anderson 2006, Boykoff and 
Boykoff 2007). In-depth analysis of these factors 
is critically important in assessing the effectiveness 
of media strategies over time on a particular issue 
(Anderson 2009).

The media is considered an important tool for 
maintaining a democratic society as it links the state 
and the public (Eek and Ellström 2007). When the 
media is mentioned in the literature, it is often in the 
context of Western values and norms, with free press 
and freedom of expression. However, this is not the 
case in many developing countries such as Vietnam.
In Vietnam, mass media takes the form of 
newspapers, magazines, radio and television, news 

1. Context and relevance of the study
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agencies and electronic communications. According 
to the Vietnam Journalism Association, in August 
2010 Vietnam had 706 news agencies and newspaper 
organisations with a total of 178 print newspapers, 
37 online newspapers and 528 magazines; one 
national radio broadcaster (the Radio Voice of 
Vietnam); one national television broadcaster 
(Vietnam Television); and 64 local radio and 
television stations. Television and radio (national and 
local) are the most important mediums, and are state-
run (Asia New Zealand Foundation 2010). 

In Vietnam, all forms of the media are controlled by 
the government. The role of the media is to spread 
propaganda about state politics and policies, and 
to promote patriotism and socialist ideology (Tran 
2005, Eek and Ellström 2007, McKinley 2007). 
Research is lacking on the media in Vietnam, and 
its influence on public understanding of policy in 
general (Eek and Ellström 2007, McKinley 2007) 
and REDD+ related policy in particular. This study is 
one of very few to address these gaps in the literature.

Since the media in Vietnam is mainly a vehicle of 
the Party, the results of this media analysis should be 
interpreted differently from other countries, as the 
media reflects the position of the Party, rather than a 
broader diversity of actors. 

1.3. REDD+ in Vietnam
Vietnam was recognised in the 2007 Conference 
of the Parties (COP 13) to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) as one of the five countries expected to 
be most affected by climate change, given its long 
coastline and already pressured natural resources. 
Reduction of carbon emissions continues to be a 
government priority (Pearman 2010) although rising 
sea levels is the highest priority, which is reflected in 
the national target programme (Clark 2009). The 
country is an interesting case for investigation owing 
to its rare trend of increasing forest cover, which 
makes Vietnam one of the few tropical countries on 
the right side of the forest transition curve (Hoang 
et al. 2010). Vietnam has been an active participant 
in the international climate change arena. The 
country signed the UNFCCC in 1994 and the Kyoto 

Protocol in 2002. In 2009, the country was selected 
as the first in the world to pilot the United Nations 
Collaborative Programme on Reducing Emissions 
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation in 
Developing Countries (UN-REDD) funded by the 
Government of Norway. REDD+ has also been 
integrated in several key legal frameworks, including: 
the National Target Programme on Climate 
Change Response for the period 2009–2015; the 
Action Plan Framework to Respond to Climate 
Change for Agriculture; and the National Forest 
Development Strategy (Hoang et al. 2010). The 
Government of Vietnam emphasises that REDD+ 
should enhance sustainable forest management, 
biodiversity conservation and forest carbon stocks, 
all within current environment and socioeconomic 
development strategies.

REDD+ is new to Vietnam and national laws 
and implementing regulations contain gaps and 
ambiguities that need to be addressed (MARD and 
UN-REDD 2010). National stakeholders often lack 
information about REDD+ and addressing this is 
an essential first step towards building local capacity 
to effectively engage in REDD+ discussions and 
decision-making (Pham 2009, Hoang et al. 2010). 
The national REDD+ process has made remarkable 
progress but little information is available about 
assessment of the national programme (Pham 2009). 
The Ministry of Information and Communications, 
in collaboration with the Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Environment, is tasked with raising 
public awareness and understanding of climate 
change. However, up-to-date information on how 
mass media in Vietnam has impacted on public 
understanding, and on policy implementation on 
climate change and REDD+ is unknown. 

Since the media can potentially help to raise 
awareness about policy issues, propose specific 
policy solutions, or broadly advocate for policy 
action (Boykoff and Boykoff 2007, Anderson 2009), 
it is one of the key channels to provide news and 
information about REDD+ to the public (Dung 
2008). A close examination of what the media has 
achieved and what should be improved regarding 
REDD+ coverage is urgently needed. This study 
attempts to fill this gap.



This study is a part of a larger project, the Global 
Comparative Study on REDD+ (GCS-REDD+), 
which aims to carry out a comparative analysis 
amongst different countries concerning their stages 
of REDD+ implementation. The study, therefore, 
employed a wide range of research methods which 
were predesigned by CIFOR (2010b)2. 

2.1. Newspaper and article selection 
Television and radio are the most important 
broadcasting instruments in Vietnam, which has 
well-developed national and local networks (Asia 
New Zealand Foundation 2010). However, the 
national radio and television channel often use 
newspapers as their main source of information. This 
suggests that newspapers are in fact quite influential, 
which justifies the focus of this study. 

To ensure a balanced view and representative 
sample, we developed and used a set of criteria 
for newspaper selection. They were: having high 
national circulation, reflecting a broad spectrum 
of political positions (although this is limited in 
Vietnam), and being accessible both in print and 
online. Thus, the selected newspapers represent much 
of the information that arrives to the public and 
policymakers through the printed mass media. The 
choice of three newspapers was based on comparable 
media studies, such as COMPON, which selected 
a similar number. The selection was also limited to 
three newspapers because the study covers 4 years and 
we risked being overwhelmed with data, while having 
limited resources for analysis. Since the focus of the 
study is the media and the policy process, scientific 
journals were not selected.

Consultations with representatives from the Ministry 
of Information and Communications which manage 
the media, were also conducted to ensure the 
selection was representative and met the criteria. The 
three selected newspapers are: Nhân Dân (People), 
Tuổi Trẻ (Youth Ho Chi Minh) and Nông Nghiệp 
Việt Nam (Vietnam Agriculture). The mission/
vision, daily circulation, nature and scope of these 
newspapers are presented in Table 1. 

Once we had selected the newspapers, we used 
the following key phrases (translated from English 
into Vietnamese) to search for articles concerning 
REDD+ frames, actors and events covering the 
period from December 2005, when REDD+ 
emerged on the international policy agenda at the 
COP 11 meeting, to April 2010: 
•	 PES 
•	 Chi trả các dịch vụ môi trường (payment for 

environmental services)
•	 Chi trả dịch vụ môi trường rừng (payment for 

environmental forest services)
•	 REDD 
•	 Giảm phát thải do phá rừng và suy thoái rừng 

(reduced emissions from deforestation and 
degradation)

•	 Giảm phát thải từ mất rừng và suy thoái rừng 
(Reduced emission from deforestation and 
degradation)

•	 Giảm khí phát thải từ việc mất rừng và suy thoái 
rừng (reduced emissions from deforestation and 
degradation)

•	 Giảm phát thải khí nhà kính (reduced greenhouse 
gases)

•	 Giảm phát thải (reduced emissions)

2.  Methods

2  The methodology for this analysis was adapted by Monica Di Gregorio of the Development Studies Institute, London School of 
Economics, from the ‘Code book for the analysis of media frames in REDD articles’ by Stephan Price (University of Kent) and Clare 
Saunders (University of Southampton), written in 2009 and applied in a policy research programme on climate change, COMPON, led 
by Jeffrey Broadbent (University of Minnesota). The long-term scientific goal of COMPON is to explain the variation in national response 
to global climate change under the emerging international regime. Examining the causes of this variation from the perspective of networks 
of discourse and policy making interaction  amongst relevant organisations and knowledge brokers, the project collects empirical data for 
rigorous comparative analysis. CIFOR’s project materials and guidelines with the adapted methodology are expected to be available in early 
2011 at www.ForestsClimateChange.org.
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Table 1. Characteristics of newspapers selected

Tuổi Trẻ (Youth Ho Chi Minh) Nhân Dân (People) Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam 
(Vietnam Agriculture)

Year of 
establishment 

1975 1951 1987

Mission/vision Safeguarding the public’s right 
to know. The paper is a broad 
tribune gathering creative ideas to 
foster the cause of reconstructing 
Vietnam, to protect the truth, and 
to build a fair and just society.

Disseminating government 
policies 

Disseminating information 
related to the agriculture sector

Targeted readers Strong focus on young readers Strong focus on government 
staff and agencies

Strong focus on farmers, 
farmers’ associations and rural 
development agencies 

Daily circulation 420 000 220 000 70 000

Number of readers 
visiting website per 
day

4 000 000 800 000–1 000 000 50 000

Political affiliation Ho Chi Minh Communist Youth 
Organisation and Department of 
Journalism (Ministry of Information 
and Communications)

Party Central Committee and 
Department of Journalism 
(Ministry of Information and 
Communications)

Ministry of Agriculture and 
Rural Development and 
Department of Journalism 
(Ministry of Information and 
Communications)

Number of 
departments within 
the newspaper

15 19 4

Number of 
journalists working 
for the newspapers

300 312 32

Geographical 
coverage

National but mainly in the south National but mainly in the north National but mainly in the 
north

Frequency of 
publication

Daily Daily Daily

Format Print and online Print and online Print and online

Readership range 900 000–1 200 000 N/A N/A

N/A = not available
Source: Nhân Dân (2010), Tuổi Trẻ (2010) and 4 international media (2010)

The first four key phrases were selected to comply 
with CIFOR research design. The next three key 
phrases concerning payment for environmental 
services (PES) were selected for two reasons:  i) 
one of the core issues in REDD+ is how to create a 
multilevel (international and national) PES scheme 
(Angelsen 2008);  ii) PES is seen by the government 
as an essential component of REDD+ (Pham 
2009). The final key phrase, concerning greenhouse 
gases, was suggested by representatives of the 
Ministry of Police and the Ministry of Information 
and Communications.

In total, 62 articles were found that contain these key 
phrases (See Table 2).

Although 62 articles were found using these key 
phrases, only 18 (29%) of these articles actually 
discussed REDD+ (see Table 3). 

2.2. Coding and media framing
The 18 articles discussing REDD+ were analysed 
using a media content analysis tool for investigating 
media discourse, based on a predefined codebook. 
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Table 2.  Results of key phrase search

Key phrases Tuổi Trẻ  
(Youth Ho Chi Minh)

Nhân Dân 
(People)

Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam 
(Vietnam Agriculture)

Total

PES 0 1 0 1

Chi trả các dịch vụ môi trường (payment for 
environmental services) 0 0 0 0

Chi trả dịch vụ môi trường rừng (payment for 
environmental forest services) 6 3 2 11

REDD 1 4 2 7

Giảm phát thải do phá rừng và suy thoái rừng 
(reduced emissions from deforestation and 
degradation) 0 0 0 0

Giảm phát thải từ mất rừng và suy thoái rừng 
(reduced emission from deforestation and 
degradation) 0 0 0 0

Giảm khí phát thải từ việc mất rừng và suy thoái 
rừng (reduced emissions from deforestation and 
degradation) 0 0 0 0

Giảm phát thải khí nhà kính (reduced greenhouse 
gases) 10 17 0 27

Giảm phát thải (reduced emissions) 6 9 1 16

Total 23 34 5 62

Table 3. Number of articles on REDD+

Tuổi Trẻ  
(Youth 
Ho Chi 
Minh)

Nhân Dân 
(People)

Nông Nghiệp 
Việt Nam
(Vietnam 

Agriculture)

Number of 
articles for all key 
phrases

23 34 5

Number of 
articles related 
to REDD+ 

7 7 4

‘Discourse’ is defined by Tuula (2010) as 
‘contextually embedded national policy debate 
components of which political actors constitute the 
broader storylines’. Discourse analysis based on this 
definition highlights various actors and their views 
toward an issue or policy. 

Media content analysis is undertaken through 
identification of media or news frames. ‘News 
frames’ refer to the principles of selection, emphasis, 
and ways of organising controversial ideas into 
meaningful categories (Entman 1993, Miller and 

Riechert 2000). Frame is described as ‘the main 
understanding or interpretation of REDD+ as it is 
presented in the article’.

The coding process was based on a codebook 
organised in three levels. Level 1 captured descriptive 
variables only, including date and author, the length 
of the article, what day of the week it ran, and the 
section of the newspaper it appeared in. While largely 
used for identification purposes, level 1 coding can 
also indicate shifts in the priority placed on REDD+ 
coverage in the media. 

Level 2 coding compiled broad variables about the 
media frames. While many articles provide one 
single frame or interpretation of central issues, longer 
articles might have two or more frames. The coding 
identified the primary and, where applicable, the 
secondary frames. The primary frame is usually found 
in most prominent elements of the text: the headline, 
subheading and first paragraph. The primary frame is 
also likely to quote sources in support of the frame; 
these are more likely to be named, and more likely to 
be prestigious, than in subsidiary frames. Once the 
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elements of the text that support the primary frame 
have been eliminated, the remaining text is grouped 
into themes. These themes are assessed according to 
their position in the text and the nature and extent of 
quoted sources to identify a secondary frame. 

Identifying the primary and secondary frames also 
enables assessment of the comparative importance 
given to different understandings of a topic by 
journalists and editors (Boykoff 2008). Shorter 
articles are less likely to consist of more than one 
frame (Boykoff 2008). Most of the articles identified 
by the selection criteria do not have a secondary 
frame. The average word count per article is 500 
words (the shortest article was 83 words and the 
longest 1960 words). Level 2 coding also identified 
the type of frame (e.g. diagnostic, prognostic, 
symptomatic or motivational); the political scale 
at which it framed the debate (e.g. international, 
national or subnational); and the specific topics 
around which it framed the debate (political, 
economic, ecological, etc.). 

Level 3 coding identified the primary and 
secondary frames in much more detail. It included 
identification of the main advocates and adversaries 
of the frame, their particular stances (statements 
where they express their position on issues related 
to REDD+), and their assessments of likely future 
REDD+ outcomes. An advocate of the frame is an 
actor that is mentioned in the article who proposes or 
supports the specific frame (the main understanding 
or interpretation of REDD+ as it is presented in the 
article). The adversary is an actor that is mentioned 
in the article who opposes this specific frame. This is 
independent from supporting or being opposed to 
REDD+ itself. Apart from the analysis of the frame, 
the coding recorded all mentions of protest events, 
policy events and any other actors mentioned in 
the articles.

2.3. Key informant interviews
A number of studies have conducted interviews with 
journalists in developing countries who report on 
climate change (e.g. Mormont and Dasnoy 1995, 
Wilson 2000, Harbinson et al. 2006, Boykoff and 
Mansfield 2008). However, research exploring the 
perspectives of journalists and media professionals 
in developing countries is limited (Harbinson et al. 

2006, Anderson 2009). To address this gap and to 
complement the coding process, in-depth interviews 
were conducted with nine selected journalists. 
The criteria for interviewee selection were those 
journalists who:
•	 have an interest in REDD+ in particular and in 

environmental issues in general;
•	 have written articles on REDD+; 
•	 work in different geographical areas of Vietnam;
•	 are willing to participate in this study.

Since television and radio are two powerful forces 
in Vietnam, we interviewed not only daily print 
media, but also representatives of television (VTV1 
and VTV2) and national radio (VOV). Also, to 
understand both formal and informal media networks 
that exist in Vietnam, we interviewed a representative 
of civil society. The transcripts were then coded to 
ensure the anonymity of interviewees. 

The aim of these interviews was to understand 
the aspects of the debate covered by the media in 
Vietnam, the actors that influence the debate, sources 
of information that journalists used, opportunities and 
constraints for the journalists and reporters to write 
about REDD+, possible solutions to these constraints, 
and support the interpretation of the survey data. 
These interviews were conducted between May and 
August 2010. 

2.4. 3Es framework 
The media frame was also coded according the main 
concern of the advocate and adversary with respect 
to effectiveness, efficiency and equity (3Es) aspects of 
REDD+. The 3Es approach to assessing REDD+ was 
proposed by Angelsen (2008). This approach looks at: 
•	 Effectiveness: Can REDD+ policy help 

reduce emissions from deforestation and forest 
degradation? This depends on the commitment 
of countries and the design of REDD+ policies 
and implementation. Measures of effectiveness 
are indirect and need to take into account 
additionality, leakage and permanence.

•	 Efficiency: Is REDD+ provided at the minimum 
cost (minimum transaction cost with the payment 
scheme covering the opportunity costs of 
environmental service providers)? Costs include 
start-up costs, operational costs, opportunity cost 
from alternative land uses and transaction costs.
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•	 Equity: Are benefits and costs distributed fairly  
amongst stakeholders? Can the poor access 
payments and benefit from the policy? Are rights 
protected? It includes fair distribution between 
and within countries, effects on indigenous 
communities and the existence and distribution of 
co-benefits, which usually includes the potential 

for poverty reduction, biodiversity conservation 
and governance, and protection of rights.

The stance of each advocate and adversary was 
evaluated according to whether it placed a priority on 
any of the 3Es. 



3.1. Existing discourses and how they 
shape the national REDD+ arena

3.1.1. Overview of climate change and REDD+ 
coverage 
Media coverage is often measured by its quantity, 
prominence, and frequency (Crow 2010). To assess 
REDD+ coverage in Vietnam, these factors are all 
analysed in the following section. 

Climate change first received international media 
coverage in a publication called Modern Mechanics 
in 1932 (Blog.modernmechanix 2006) by Climate 
change and REDD+ has only been reported on since 
late 2007 in Vietnam. In that year, REDD+ was 
only covered in Tuổi Trẻ (Figure 1). The interviewee 
from Tuổi Trẻ explained that ‘we only started to learn 
about REDD and climate change as important global 
discussions during COP13’. Poor language skills and 
a low level of environmental awareness  amongst 
journalists were mentioned by most interviewees as 
reasons for late coverage of REDD+ in Vietnam. 

Despite the late introduction of these issues in 
Vietnam’s print media, the number of articles on 
‘climate change’, and ‘climate change and forests’ 
has increased significantly over time. The number of 

articles found for 2009 was four to five times larger 
than can be found for the previous year. Since the 
articles were only searched up to April 2010, it is not 
valid to discuss the decrease in that year. This increase 
was explained by interviewees as partly the result of 
increasing understanding of these issues  amongst 
journalists and partly because the government was 
active in several international initiatives related to 
climate change. Dung (2008) also found that the 
increase in the number of articles can be attributed 
to the fact that the Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Environment was more active in disseminating 
information on climate change, and media leaders 
were more supportive of environmental journalism. 

To understand the role of the media it is important 
to look at media coverage and policy cycles together. 
One of the crucial functions of the media is that it 
can define the saliency of public policy issues. In 
this respect media coverage can translate into the 
placement of policy issues on the political agenda 
(Crow 2010). The policy cycle is usually analysed 
as linear sequences of agenda setting and policy 
adoption. However, if instead the focus is on policy 
change, this often reveals multiple decision-making 
points of new policies, and overlapping processes 
where decisions at any one time might affect much 
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later developments (Crow 2010). Figure 1 indicates 
three distinct increases in REDD+ media coverage 
in Vietnam, which is supported by the interviews. 
The first rise was in 2007, when the Conference 
of the Parties (COP13) first brought this issue to 
prominence. A Tuổi Trẻ article mentioned COP13 
and predicted a promising future for REDD+ with 
the headline ‘International conference on climate 
change in Bali—Protecting forests will be rewarded 
billions of US$’. The author (Thanh Tuan) also 
argued in this article that ‘REDD+ provides the 
right incentives for developing countries to pay more 
attention to forest protection and reforestation’.

The second rise came in 2008 with several new 
national policy events related to REDD+, such 
as approval of the Action Plan Framework for 
Adaptation and Mitigation of Climate Change of 
the Agriculture and Rural Development Sector 
2008–2020, the National Action Plan for Adaptation 
and Mitigation of Climate Change and Decision 
380/QD-TTg on piloting payments for forest 
environmental services. Articles in 2008 (2 out of 
18 articles) informed the public about these policies, 
although the approaches were slightly different 
between newspapers. As the government mouthpiece, 
Nhân Dân directly addressed these policies with the 
article, ‘From January 2009, piloting payment for 
forest environmental services’. The other article, in 
Tuổi Trẻ, referred to the same issues, but caught the 
reader’s attention with a more interesting title: ‘Eat 
forests, pay for forests’.

The peak in coverage of REDD+ was in 2009 
(10 out of 18 articles), which was directly related 
to three policy events: the implementation of 
Decision 380/QD-TTg (3 articles); the launch 
of the United Nations Collaborative Programme 
on Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 
Forest Degradation in Developing Countries (UN-
REDD) (3 articles); and COP15 (3 articles). In this 
year, coverage continued to increase substantially 
leading up to and during COP15. These three 
events generated a significant amount of news media 
coverage and the surge of interest was relatively long-
lived as they continued to be discussed in 2010. 
Within this media attention, the following questions 
related to Decision 380/QD-TTg arose: Why is 
Decision 380/QD-TTg important? How is it being 
implemented? 

The three newspapers studied also approached 
REDD+ in different ways in 2009. Nhân Dân 
performed its role as a government organ by 
informing the public about Vietnam’s role in 
international politics, with articles such as: ‘Prime 
Minister Nguyen Tan Dung: There is a need for 
collaboration amongst all countries to combat 
climate change’; ‘Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung 
visited Russia and attended the climate change 
conference in Denmark’; and ‘Draft Copenhagen 
agreement is opposed’. The last two of these articles 
were published on the same day (14 December 
2009) which clearly highlights the government’s 
interest in and concerns about COP15. Targeting 
a more general audience, Tuổi Trẻ covered a wide 
range of issues including: ecological discussions with 
‘Poor forests’; informing readers about progress with 
UN-REDD in ‘Vietnam makes an effort in joining 
UN-REDD’; and implementation of Decision 380/
QD-TTg with ‘Hydropower plants pay for forest 
protection’ and ‘TPHCM—the price of clean water 
is increased 40VND/m3’. Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam 
provided sectoral information with ‘Forum on Forest 
Carbon Partnership’ and ‘United Nations supports 
Vietnam in reducing deforestation’. It also discussed 
Decision 380/QD-TTg in ‘Payments for forest 
environmental services—who benefits?’

In 2010, the three selected newspapers continued 
their discussions on Decision 380/QD-TTg (3 out 
of 5 articles) from different perspectives. Nhân Dân 
emphasised the need to ‘Accelerate payment for forest 
environmental services’. Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam stated 
‘Payments for environmental forestry services—the 
responsibilities cannot be ignored’. Tuổi Trẻ asserted 
‘Those who benefit from forests will have to pay the 
fee’. Nhân Dân continued to act as a key government 
mouthpiece and was the only one of the three 
newspapers to discuss and disseminate information 
related to the international debate on REDD+ with 
two articles: ‘Priorities of the United Nations in 
2010’ and ‘Development of a green economy’.

Although the search was only conducted up to April 
2010, that year saw an increase in coverage compared 
with 2005 and 2007. Of the 18 articles identified as 
relevant, Tuổi Trẻ and Nhân Dân had 7 articles each 
on REDD+ while Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam had only 4. 
As illustrated in Table 1, the three selected papers 
represent different areas of the social and political 
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spectrum in Vietnam. Tuổi Trẻ represents general and 
young readers. Nhân Dân represents the voice of the 
government and Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam represents 
the voice of the agriculture and forestry sector. 

Interestingly, both Nhân Dân and Nông Nghiệp 
Việt Nam were late in informing their readership 
about REDD+ (not until 2009) compared with 
Tuổi Trẻ, which began coverage of REDD+ in 2007. 
Interviewees from Nhân Dân claimed that since 
the newspaper was a government instrument, it 
only publishes articles showing the positive impact 

of policies and national programmes. Thus, until 
a policy like REDD+ has been confirmed by the 
government as the right direction to move in, the 
paper will not discuss it. The interviewees also 
claimed that Nhân Dân only considers publishing 
new information if other national newspapers also 
cover it. Few national newspapers discussed REDD+ 
before 2009, so the Nhân Dân editorial board 
did not see the need to inform public about this 
issue. The interviewee from Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam 
asserted that although the newspaper represents the 
agriculture and forestry sector it was late in covering 

Figure 2. Policy events reported in the media which have influenced REDD in Vietnam

 

2007 2008 2009 2010 

3–4 December
COP13, Bali  

In February, Vietnam sent
documents expressing their
interest and proposed
methodologies and roadmap
for REDD implementation in
Vietnam to COP Secretary      

In January, water price
increased according to
Decision 380/QD-TTg   

In November, UN-REDD
programme launch  

In August, Regional Forum
on Forest Carbon Partnership 

In December , COP15 

In April, workshop
on lessons learned
on implementation
of Decision
380/QD-TTg     

In January, Government of
Norway and UN-REDD
assigned a task force to
Vietnam

In March, Department of
Forestry/MARD was
successful in defending their
concept note on the national
REDD programme      

In March, UNREDD
supported Vietnam with
initial funding of US $4.38
million to enhance capacity 
of national and local 
authorities

Action Plan Framework for
Adaptation and Mitigation
of Climate Change of the
Agriculture and Rural
Development Sector 2008
2020 (Decision 2730/QĐ-
BNN-KHCN, 5 Sept.) was
approved    

National Action Plan for
Adaptation and Mitigation
of Climate Change
(Decision 158/2008/QĐ-
TTg, 2 Dec. 2008) was
approved

10 April, Decision 380/QD-
TTg on piloting payments
for forest environmental
services was approved   
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REDD+ because its vertical management agency, 
the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development 
(MARD), was only assigned as a focal point for 
REDD+ in 2009. This would suggest that coverage 
at the national level occurs only in conjunction 
with major international and national policy events. 
Furthermore, of the three, Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam 
has the least number of articles on climate change 
and REDD+.

According to key informants, this is partly because 
the journalists working for Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam do 
not have an environmental or forestry background 
and have a poor understanding of REDD+. Thus, 
they only reported on REDD+ when MARD 
organised a related workshop.

3.1.2. Scale and level of the debate
The frames of 7 out of 18 articles on REDD+ were 
international, while 11 were national and subnational 
(Figure 3). 

The scale of frames shifted over time, from only 
discussing the issues at an international level in 2007 
to more national and subnational discussion from 
2008 (Figure 4). The most salient news-grabbing 
event of 2010 was Decision 380/QD-TTg, which 
was preceded by heavily politicised moves to join 
the global effort to combat climate change and 
reduce deforestation.

Those articles with an international frame discuss 
COP13 and COP 15 and raise comments by policy 
makers, leading officials and diplomats. These 
conferences stimulated the media to pay more 
attention to the role of Vietnam in international 
negotiations and were high points in the coverage of 

REDD+. Despite much of the news being framed 
at a national level in 2009, the reporting of COP 
15 was prominent, and discussed the position of 
the Vietnamese government during the event. The 
media also reported on international commitments 
to support REDD+ in Vietnam. Interviews were 
also published with the UN Secretary General UN-
REDD programme leaders, the Vietnamese Prime 
Minister Nguyen Tan Dung and with the Minister of 
Natural Resources and Environment. 

These articles discussed the international importance 
of climate change and REDD without linking the 
issues to the national context. This was confirmed by 
interviewees, who claimed that the media in Vietnam 
does not have enough information and knowledge 
to discuss REDD in the national economic, political 
and environmental context. 

Figure 5 shows the proportion of reporting on 
significant REDD+ policy events in Vietnam: the 
annual United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) Conference of the 
Parties (27%); UNREDD in Vietnam (17%); and 
the approval of Decision 380/QD-TTg (38%). This 
also shows a rapid transition from reporting only 
international events in 2007 to mainly domestic 
events in 2008 and 2009. This shift is interesting 
since it is different from the results of media analyses 
in other countries such as Indonesia (Cronin and 
Santoso 2010) and Bolivia (Videa 2010) which 
mainly focus on the international debate. 

Decision 380/QD-TTg and media coverage 
It is crucial to establish a payment for environmental 
services (PES) scheme and a benefit sharing 
distribution system, to ensure the success and 
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sustainability of REDD+. Decision 380/QD-
TTg, approved in 2008 by the prime minister, is 
considered a milestone for development of PES 

schemes to protect forests in Vietnam. Since one 
of the core issues in REDD+ is how to create a 
multilevel (international and national) PES scheme 
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(Angelsen 2008), the government of Vietnam has 
made this a priority. This decision established pilot 
PES projects in Lam Dong, Dong Nai, Ninh Thuan, 
Binh Thuan, Son La and Ho Chi Minh City during 
2008–2009. 

According to Decision 380/QD-TTg, forest owners 
will receive payments based on the following 
calculation:

Amount paid to forest owner (VND) = Average fee/ha 
of forest (VND/ha) x forest area managed for services 
(ha) x Coefficient K

Where:
a. The average fee per hectare of forest (VND/ha) 

is the total received from environmental service 
users, less the management costs of provincial 
authorities, divided by the total area of forest 
in the catchments as approved by the agency 
responsible for the PES agreement. 

b. The forest area that is managed for environmental 
services includes allocated forest areas, rented 
areas, and contracted areas. 

c. Coefficient K depends on the forest categories 
managed (protection forests, special use forests, 
production forests), the forest status (rich, 
medium, poor, restoration forest), and the forest 
history (natural forest, plantation)—as based 
on the judgement of the provincial people’s 
committee. 

Currently, the targeted buyers are hydropower plants 
and water supply companies in these pilot provinces. 
These environmental service buyers have to pay 20 
VND per kilowatt hour of electricity produced and 
40 VND per cubic metre of water supplied. The 
enforcement of this decision, the level of payment, 
and the resulting increase in water prices were the 
main issues raised accounting for 38% of the debate 
in event-related articles. However, only about 29% of 
the articles on Decision 380/QD-TTg discussed the 
responses and opinions of service buyers. No articles 
discussed the service sellers’ perspective, nor the 
level of payment they are receiving and its potential 
impact on the poor, although various scientific 
researchers have expressed their scepticism about low 
payments and high transaction costs of the scheme 
(Pham et al. 2008).

UNREDD and media coverage 
Vietnam was selected as 1 of 9 UNREDD pilot 
countries. The programme was launched in Hanoi 
on 17 September 2009. Funded by the Government 
of Norway, Vietnam’s US $4.38 million UNREDD 
programme will be executed by MARD, and will run 
for almost two years. The UNREDD programme in 
Vietnam, now in its implementation phase, seeks to 
address deforestation and forest degradation through 
capacity building at national and local levels. Firstly, it 
will build capacity at the national level to permit the 
government, and especially the REDD+ focal point 
in the Department of Forestry, to coordinate and 
manage the process of establishing tools to implement 
a REDD+ programme. Secondly, it will build capacity 
at local levels (provincial, district and community) 
through pilot schemes in two districts in Lam Dong 
province that demonstrate effective approaches to 
planning and implementing measures to reduce 
emissions from deforestation and forest degradation. 
These UN-REDD pilot schemes have adopted the 
procedures and payment schemes established by 
Decision 380/QD-TTg. 

Of the event-related articles, 17% discuss UN-
REDD, but are descriptive only and do not assess 
the programme. Discussions of REDD+ at both the 
international and national level focused on specific 
geographical areas where REDD+ is being piloted 
or is the focus of global debate. At the international 
level, Indonesia, Denmark and the United States 
are frequently cited. At the national level, REDD+ 
discussion focuses on Lam Dong and Son La 
provinces. Local newspapers did not cover REDD+ 
in areas which have no forests, which clearly shows 
a limited understanding of the role of forests. One 
editor argued thus: ‘People will not be interested 
in REDD as we do not have forests in our area. 
Therefore, we do not see the importance of raising the 
issues of REDD in our newspaper.’

The interviews with journalists indicated that 
those who are based locally but work for national 
newspapers have a better understanding of REDD+ 
and can link the international concept with the 
local context better than journalists who only 
know REDD+ through the international media 
and workshops.
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3.1.3. Sources of stories for print media
Dung (2010) found that government officials are 
the main sources of climate change information 
for the media. Interviews with key informants also 
showed that government representatives are the main 
sources of information on REDD+ for journalists. 
International media and nongovernmental 
organisations (NGOs) are also key sources of 
information on REDD+. Although the government 
plays the central role in providing information for the 
media, the journalists interviewed also acknowledge 
technical workshops, international media, scientific 
reports and civil society as important and useful 
channels of information about REDD+ (Table 4).

While Borton (2005) expressed concern about 
press freedom in Vietnam, it is interesting that 
local people and readers are also appreciated by 
journalists as an important source of information. 
One third of the articles on REDD+ in Tuổi Trẻ 
were written by readers. These readers, however, 
were retired government staff in a formal research 
institute so their opinions were in line with those of 
the government. 

3.1.4. The nature of media coverage of REDD+
Dung (2010) emphasises that climate change in 
Vietnam is always linked to certain environmental 
topics. The most commonly discussed of these topics 
in the newspapers are water problems, including 
rising sea levels (25%), and waste management, 
including inappropriate use of energy (22%), while 
forests only account for about 11%. These findings 
are consistent with our data analysis, which shows 
that the number of articles referring to climate 
change and forests, and to REDD+ is relatively 
low compared with those referring to other climate 
change issues (Figure 1). The number of articles 
related to climate change and forests only accounts 
for 21–25% of identified articles and the number 
of articles discussing REDD+ is even less (from 4% 
in Nhân Dân to 12% in Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam). 
Interview results also show that climate change in 
Vietnam is mainly associated with rising sea levels. 
This explains why the number of articles on REDD+ 
has only changed slightly over time, while the 
number of articles on climate change and forests has 
increased sharply. 

It is interesting that when the author first contacted 
journalists to arrange interviews on REDD+, all 
interviewees declined because they claimed that they 
did not know anything about the topic. However, 
when the author changed the focus of the meeting 
from ‘REDD+’ to ‘climate change’ and ‘forests’, all of 
the interviewees were confident to participate. 

This, perhaps, reflects government orientation in 
addressing climate change. Vietnam’s Institute 
of Strategy and Policy on Natural Resources 
and Environment (2009) emphasised that the 
government is integrating options for climate change 
mitigation and adaptation in all its socioeconomic 
development plans and activities, with special 
consideration of the impacts of rising sea levels on 
coastal infrastructure and the livelihoods of coastal 
communities. Responding to climate change, 
especially to rising sea levels, is considered crucial 
to attaining sustained socioeconomic development 
(Dung 2009). 

The interviewees pointed out three impediments 
resulting in limited REDD+ coverage in Vietnam. 

Table 4.  Sources of information about REDD+

Source of information
Frequency

As ratio As percentage

Technical workshops 7/9 77

International media 4/9 44

Government representatives 9/9 100

Informal sources such as 
personal contacts

1/9 11

Research institutes (universities, 
research centres)

1/9 11

Local people and readers 3/9 30

Other national newspapers 5/9 55

Other television channels 1/9 11

Scientific reports 3/9 30

Nongovernmental organisations 4/9 44

Personal reflection and 
information

1/9 11

Business enterprises 1/9 11



16 Pham Thu Thuy

First, as Anderson (2009) pointed out, media 
coverage can be strongly influenced by everyday 
organisational routines, professional norms, 
and social factors in the production of news. All 
interviewees agreed that the current organisational 
and institutional structure of Vietnamese newspapers 
provides little room for the journalists to write 
about REDD+. They stated that their newspapers 
have no environmental units because environmental 
issues are not considered as important as economic 
development. Even when the newspapers featured 
environmental debates, the issues were analysed from 
social and economic perspectives, and most articles 
on REDD+ were thus placed in the news sections 
(83%) or economics section (40%) (Figure 6). 

Furthermore, 66% of journalists interviewed also 
claimed that REDD+ has to compete with other 
‘hot’ issues that have a more direct impact on readers. 
According to one interviewee: ‘The newspaper is 
aware of the importance of the environment in 
general and REDD+ in particular and has devoted 
attention to this area since 2007. However, the 
newspaper has only covered environmental issues 
such as water pollution and waste, which have a 
direct link to and impact on people because these 
topics are of interest to the readers—not forests. 
The newspaper, if it wants to sell, needs to cover 
what its readers want to read and REDD+ simply 
is not an attractive topic for the newspaper’s 
editorial board and readers. As a result, the topic got 
limited attention.’ 

The interviewees also claimed that institutional 
practices in the newspapers also impeded them to 
write about REDD+. One interviewee told us: ‘As 
journalists, we have to cover many topics and are 
often directed by the newspaper editor and boards 
on the issues that we need to cover. Therefore, we 
cannot focus on environmental topics nor can we 
choose what we write about. Whether REDD can 
be discussed in the mass media really depends on the 
editors. However, since REDD is a new topic, our 
editors are often not interested in it.’

Secondly, interviewed journalists claimed that they 
had difficulties in assessing information on REDD+, 
which affected both quality and quantity of articles 
on the topic. Of interviewees, 30% claimed that 
language barriers to accessing international sources 
of information and difficulties in arranging meetings 
with policy makers in charge of national REDD+ 
programmes are the main obstacles. About 44% 
of interviewees commented that REDD+ was 
often presented by scientists and policy makers 
in a ‘dry’ and overly technical manner, which was 
difficult for journalists to access. ‘Journalists often 
do not understand the technical issues of REDD+ 
or environmental issues in general, and too often 
they are given overly technical information by 
government representatives or project staff,’ an 
interviewee claimed.

Thirdly, about 23% of interviewees indicated that 
limited funding available for journalists to attend key 
events on REDD+ also affected REDD+ coverage. 
‘All newspapers in Vietnam want to send their 
journalists and reporters to important events on 
REDD but they do not have the funds. Moreover, 
REDD is often discussed for several days and in 
many sessions in COP meetings. However, we can 
only afford to stay for the first two days; hence, we 
cannot get an up-to-date and in-depth understanding 
of REDD to report on,’ an interviewee said.

Media coverage and how it frames policy issues 
is important for policy outcomes. The media can 
influence policy agendas by portraying an issue in 
a positive or negative light; the opinions of readers 
may be influenced by this (Crow 2010). In Vietnam 
political interest in REDD+ is based on PES, and 
is seen through the lens of taxes and fees (Pham et 
al. 2008). This political position was discussed in 
all three selected newspapers. Articles on REDD+ 
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were predominantly framed around issues related to 
politics and policy making (66%, 12 articles). Of 
these, 42% (5 articles) had an international focus, 
33% (4 articles) a national focus and 25% (3 articles) 
a subnational focus. Most articles were related to 
international discussions on the importance of 
REDD+ and the need to enforce Decision 380/QD-
TTg in the country. Economics and markets were 
the primary frames for 17% of articles (3 articles) 
(33% at international level, 33% at national level 
and 33% at subnational level). These related to 
potential funding for forest protectors from various 
international sources (1 article) and the impact 
of REDD+ on business operations, particularly 
hydropower plants in Vietnam (2 articles) (Figure 7). 
Ecology was the primary frame for only 2 articles, 
which discussed deforestation, definitions of ‘poor’ 
and ‘rich’ forest, and the importance of conserving 
forest biodiversity in Vietnam.

‘Politics and policy making’ was the main focus of 
articles on REDD+ during the period 2008–2010 
while ‘economics and markets’ were only discussed 
in 2007 and 2010. Data show that news articles on 
REDD+ in Vietnam were predominantly focused on 
the enforcement and implementation of Decision 
380/QD-TTg and its impact on water price 
increases, and on Vietnam’s efforts to implement the 
UN-REDD programme. In addition, headlines with 
an urgent tone, calling for support for payments for 
forest protection were found in 4 out of 18 articles. 
‘Ecology’ not only had the least number of articles 
but was only discussed in 2009 (Figure 8). 

‘Politics and policy making’ and ‘economics and 
markets’ were also covered at international, national 
and subnational levels, while ‘ecology’ was only 
discussed at a national level (Figure 9). 

For this study, the frames were coded both in terms 
of broad metatopic and more detailed subtopics. 
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Under the metatopic of ‘politics and policy making’, 
subtopics included: REDD+ policy design (4 
articles); elite politics—meaning high-level political 
debates  amongst national and international actors (4 
articles); Policy implementationg: forest policies and 
policy reform (2 articles); and equity and distribution 
issues: benefit- sharing (2 articles) (Figure 10). 

REDD+ is viewed differently across the three 
newspapers. As the government voice, Nhân 
Dântypically discussed REDD+ in terms of new 
government policy and the need to implement it well 
at both national and local level. Tuổi Trẻ emphasised 
a sense of global connectedness and Vietnam’s 
responsibility in the global effort to combat climate 
change. In spite of leaning towards the views of Nhân 
Dân, the dominant culture in Tuổi Trẻ is closer to 
Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam. Articles appearing in Tuổi 
Trẻ and Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam covered various 

REDD+-related issues including: national policy 
design and implementation (enforcement of Decision 
380/QD-TTg and Vietnam’s efforts in implementing 
the UNREDD programme); ecological questions 
(Will REDD+ help save rich forests in Vietnam?); and 
political distributive issues (Who will benefit from 
REDD+?). Tuổi Trẻ emphasised the ethics of these 
issues, highlighting the importance of forests and the 
need to pay those who protect them. 

3.2. Key actors controlling REDD+ 
discourse
Policy entrepreneurs (individuals or groups) are 
important in changing the direction and flow of 
policy implementation and politics (Crow 2010). 
The cultural politics of climate change in general and 
REDD in particular are dynamic and contested spaces 
battled out by various actors and through various 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

International National Subnational Local

Nu
m

be
r o

f a
rt

ic
le

s

Ecology
Economics and markets
Politics and policy making
Civil society
Governance context

Figure 9. Metatopics by level

Policy implementation: 
Forest policies/policy reform

Design of REDD strategy/policies: 
REDD readiness activities

Design of REDD strategy/policies:
 Forest policies/policy reform

Elite policies: 
International organisation 

and political debates

Equity and distributional 
issues: Bene�t-sharing

2

2

22

4

Figure 10. Subtopics of politics and policy making



REDD+ politics in the media: A case study from Vietnam   19

frames and claims, these actors can influence climate 
science, governance and public understanding 
(Crow 2010). 

REDD+ discourse in Vietnam is influenced by 
three principal groups of stakeholders. The first 
group are those who control and manage the 
country’s mass media. The Ministry of Information 
and Communications is mandated with press 
management on the government’s behalf. According 
to a key informant from Nhân Dân newspaper, 
editors must attend regular meeting with the Party’s 
information committee to receive guidance and 
criticism. As with all issues, the extent to which 
REDD+ can be discussed is decided by these actors. 
According to an interviewee: ‘The media is strongly 
regulated by the government so there are not many 
controversial debates in the media. Therefore, 
there are no supportive nor unsupportive voices 
concerning REDD in the media.’

The second group includes those who advocate and 
oppose REDD+. Within this group, three subgroups 
were identified (Table 5).

National-level state and bureaucratic actors make 
up 77% of advocates for REDD+ (12 out of 18 
articles). Data analysis also showed that no national-
level state and bureaucratic actors oppose REDD+ 
(Table 5). Frequently cited national bureaucrats 
include representatives from the government office 
(11%), MARD (10%) and provincial and commune 
people’s committees in REDD+ pilot provinces 
(10%). As discussed earlier, although 2 out of 18 
articles were written by readers, these authors were 
retired government staff so they could be classified 
in this subgroup.

Intergovernmental organisations and bodies 
make up 33% of advocates for REDD+ (6 out of 
18 articles). Frequently cited intergovernmental 
organisations and bodies include the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO), the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) and the United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). No 
intergovernmental organisations and bodies opposed 
REDD+ (Table 5).

Business associations were the main adversaries of 
REDD+, including hydropower plants and the state-
run company Electricity Vietnam (EVN). Business 
associations stated their concern to REDD+ in 5% 
of articles. The enterprises cited were those who have 
to comply with Decision 380/QD-TTg in two pilot 
provinces: Da Nhim hydropower plant and Sai Gon 
water supply company.

The primary concern of national-level state 
and bureaucratic actors and intergovernmental 
organisations and bodies was ‘politics and policy 
making’ followed by ‘economics and markets’, while 
the primary concern of business associations was 
‘economics and markets’ alone (Figure 11). 

Table 5. Advocates and adversaries of REDD+ in 
Vietnam

Actors
Number of articles

Advocates Adversaries 

National-level state and 
bureaucratic actors

12 0

Business associations 0 1

Intergovernmental 
organisations and bodies

6 0

Other

Ecology

Economics and markets

Politics and policy making

Number of articles

0 2 4 6 8 10

Multinational
corporation

National-level
state and

bureaucratic
actors

Intergovernmental
organisations

and bodies

Figure 11. Actors and metatopics 
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National-level state and bureaucratic actors and 
intergovernmental organisations and bodies were 
discussed in connection with the design of REDD+ 
policies, funding of REDD+ processes, relations with 
donors, and design and implementation of financial 
mechanisms. Business associations were mentioned 
in the context of the impact of PES/REDD+ policy 
on their business interests. This group of actors 
asserted that since they already pay natural resources 
tax, additional payments for REDD+ will become 
a burden. 

Since the Party plays the key role in influencing the 
media, the voice of NGOs was not represented in 
any of the articles searched. However, interviews 
with journalists added a third group of actors 
that play a critical role in shaping REDD+ 
debate and information in Vietnam. This group 
includes civil society organisations, such as the 
Vietnam Forum of Environmental Journalists 
(VFEJ); international media organisations, such 
as the BBC; and international NGOs working on 
sustainable development issues, such as Inwent. This 
suggests that journalists gain a lot of information 
informally through these actors. Although the 
government controls the media, the international 
press can still work with national institutes and civil 
society organisations to disseminate information 
about REDD+. 

It is notable that the voice of national research 
institutions is also limited, which suggests that 
scientists have not been able to transfer their research 
findings into practice. This is partly explained 
by Dung (2008), who assets that journalists do 
not contact local people and scientists directly. 
Instead, they often get their stories from provincial 

departments of the Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Environment, Forest Inventory and Planning 
Institute and the National Institute of Meteorology, 
Hydrology and Environment.

Notable absentees from the list of actors include 
farmers and indigenous groups. One interviewee 
indicated that the VFEJ had interviewed some 
farmers and thus brought the voice of local people 
into the national debate; however, this is not 
mentioned in the relevant article.

3.3. Future outlook for REDD+ 
Although REDD+ is discussed at an international 
and national level in all selected articles, they 
mainly take a diagnostic approach (8 out of 18 
articles) defining a problem related to REDD+, 
mostly deforestation. These articles also discussed 
the opportunities to conserve forests and generate 
revenues for the government and local communities 
protecting forests. According to most interviewees, 
forestry issues—particularly the alarming situation 
of forest loss—are widely discussed in newspapers 
in Vietnam. However, the interviewees also claimed 
that debates on environmental issues in general and 
on REDD+ in particular are sector oriented. Since 
MARD is the focal point for REDD+ in Vietnam, 
most articles see REDD+ as a forestry sector concern 
without acknowledging the complexity of issues and 
the need for a cross-sector approach to deal with 
it. Only 5% of articles took a prognostic approach, 
meaning they articulated a proposed solution to 
an issue or problem (Figure 12). This suggests that 
the debate on REDD+ in the media in Vietnam is 
yet to mature. Figure 12 illustrates the number of 
articles for each type of frame; the ‘other’ column is 
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particularly high because these articles either had just 
a short discussion of REDD+ or referred to REDD+ 
without discussing it. 

Overall, between 2007 and 2010, 55% of primary 
frame commentors (advocates and adversaries) 
offered an optimistic assessment of the future of 
REDD+ in Vietnam (Figure 13). Data analysis 
and interviews indicated that common reasons for 
their optimistic view towards REDD+ were a belief 
that REDD+ can improve the environment, reduce 
the burden of the forestry sector on the state, and 
improve local livelihoods. Amongst commentators, 
5% had a pessimistic assessment of the future for 
REDD+ in Vietnam. These stances are thoroughly 
analysed in the Discussion section of this report.

Data analysis also shows that actors who were 
pessimistic about REDD+ were hydropower plants 
and environmental journalists. The representatives of 
hydropower plants expressed concern about Decision 
380/QD-TTg and its impact on their profitability. 
The environmental journalist Khac Dung expressed 
his concern about the future of REDD+ and 
especially the implementation and enforcement of 
Decision 380/QD-TTg. In his article ‘Payments 
for forest environmental services—who benefits?’ in 
Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam Khac Dung wrote: 

‘A critical issue emerged is: will be any difference after the 
piloted programs of payments for forest environmental 
services for forest protectors? … Furthermore, the Forest 
Protection and Development Fund has been established 
not only for those who protect and manage forests but 
will also be used for other purposes, such as financing 
programmes and projects related to forest protection and 
development. At the moment, it is difficult to assess the 
effectiveness of the programme and the fund.’

Another journalist, Kien Cuong analysed the issue 
in his article ‘Payments for environmental forestry 
services—the responsibilities cannot be evaded’ 
in Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam. He provided a neutral 
outlook, balancing problems with advantages of 
REDD+ schemes: 

‘Payments for forest environmental services are the right 
direction to take and will have a wide range of social, 
economic and environmental impacts. However, scaling 
up this policy throughout the country requires huge 
financial resources. Not all organisations and individuals 
who are using forest resources have a sense of forest 
protection and are willing to pay the fees. Therefore, 
right at the beginning of policy implementation, many 
stakeholders were late in paying the fees to the Forest 
Protection and Development Fund.… The challenge for 
payments for forest environmental services is awareness 
raising and it is really difficult.’

During the study period, an optimistic view of 
the future for REDD+ in Vietnam dominated the 
primary frame (Figure 14). However, it is interesting 
that since 2009, slightly more diverse views on the 
future of REDD+ have been published. This shows 
that REDD+ has received increasing attention 
and was analysed at least in part from different 
perspectives. 

When analysing particular future assessments 
of REDD+ against particular actor groups, 
national-level state and bureaucratic actors and 
intergovernmental organisations and bodies were 
overwhelmingly optimistic about REDD+. In 
contrast, business associations had a pessimistic 
assessment of REDD+ in the one article in which 
they were featured (Figure 15). Figure 15 also 
indicates that national-level bureaucrats dominate the 
primary frame. 

0

2

4

6

8

10 10

3 3

11

12

Optimistic Not applicable Neutral No outlook Pessimistic

Figure 13. Outlook for REDD+  amongst commentators 



22 Pham Thu Thuy

0

1

2

3

4

7

8

5

6

Nu
m

be
r o

f a
rt

ic
le

s

Intergovernmental 
organisation and 

bodies

National-level 
state and

bureaucratic actors

Business 
association

Pessimistic

Neutral

No outlook

Not applicable

Optimistic

Figure 15. Outlook for REDD+ by actor

0

2

4

6

12

14

8

10

Nu
m

be
r o

f a
rt

ic
le

s

Economics 
and markets

Politics and 
policy making

Ecology Other

Pessimistic

Neutral

No outlook

Optimistic

Figure 16. Assessment of the future of REDD+ and metatopics

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

2007 2008 2009 2010

Number of articles

Pessimistic

Neutral
No outlook

Not applicable

Optimistic

Figure 14. Outlook for REDD+ over time



REDD+ politics in the media: A case study from Vietnam   23

Data analysis also reveals interesting findings when 
assessments about the future of REDD+ are charted 
against particular metatopics (Figure 16). Actors 
framed within the context of ‘politics and policy 
making’ and ‘economics and markets’ offered a 
predominantly optimistic assessment of REDD+ 
(66%) while actors framed within the context of 
‘ecology’ did not express any view about the prospects 
for the future.

3.4. 3Es assessment 
An analysis of the concerns of advocates and 
adversaries, in terms of effectiveness, efficiency and 
equity, indicated that equity and other co-benefits 
were the dominant concerns, evident in about 
66% of articles (12 out of 18 articles) (Figure 17). 
Discussions of equity in these articles were framed 
around two major arguments:  i) those who benefit 
should pay the costs; and  ii) those who preserve 
forest should benefit from it. These were illustrated 
in several headlines including: ‘Eat forests, pay for 
forests’; ‘Those who benefit from forests will have to 
pay the fee’; ‘Payments for environmental forestry 
services—the responsibilities cannot be evaded’; 
‘Payments for forest environmental services—who 
benefits?’; ‘International Conference on Climate 
Change in Bali—Protecting forests will be rewarded 
billions of US$’; ‘Hydropower plants pay for 
forest protection’.

Of articles framed around equity issues, 3 out of 9 
addressed the international level while the remaining 
addressed the national and subnational level. 

The three international-level articles all argued that 
developed countries should pay developing countries 
to protect and preserve forests. Disagreement 
between developing countries and developed 
countries on this principle was also mentioned. For 
example, in the article ‘International Conference on 
Climate Change in Bali—Protecting forests will be 
rewarded billions of US$’ (2007) Thanh Tuan wrote:

‘… REDD can help developing countries to earn 
billions of US$ by simply protecting forests…. This is 
an appropriate incentive for developing countries to pay 
more attention to reforestation and forest protection. 
Countries that are currently opposing this mechanism 
are the US, and recently developed countries such as 
China and India.’

In the article ‘Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung: 
There is a need for collaboration amongst all 
countries to combat climate change’ (2009) the 
author quoted the Prime Minister: 

‘Developed countries and those with high emission 
rates have to support countries that are seriously 
impacted by climate change, particularly rising sea 
levels, including Vietnam, by providing preferential 
mechanisms and financial support, technology transfer, 
and capacity building to enhance their climate change 
coping strategies.’

At the national level, these articles were framed 
around equity issues, highlighting the responsibilities 
of hydropower plants, water supply companies and 
tourist companies to pay upland people who protect 
the forests. Kien Cuong, in his article ‘Payments for 
environmental forestry services—the responsibilities 
cannot be evaded’ quoted the Deputy Prime Minister 
Nguyen Sinh Hung: ‘Organisations and individuals 
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who use and benefit from forest resources should not 
ignore their responsibility to pay for them.’

The equity frame also included articles that discussed 
who will actually benefit from REDD+ payments. 
In the article ‘Payments for forest environmental 
services—who benefits?’ published in Nhân Dân 
newspaper in 2009, Khac Dung posed the question: 
‘The critical issue is: Who will benefit from piloting 
payment for environmental services?’ To address this 
question, the journalist looked at the PES scheme 
in Lam Dong province and discussed the additional 
income that local communities received as a result of 
Decision 380/QD-TTg. 

Of the 18 articles, 3 were framed around other 
co-benefits of REDD+, in particular biodiversity 
conservation (1 article) and the potential for REDD+ 
to improve the livelihoods of people who live around 
and are dependent on forests (2 articles). Amongst 
these, 1 article referred to the international context, 
while the other 2 discussed government expectations 
for the positive impact on local income of Decision 
380/QD-TTg. 

There were no articles framed around the issue of 
efficiency in the three selected newspapers and only 1 
article out of 18 was framed around effectiveness. The 
only article that referred to effectiveness was ‘Forum 
on Forest Carbon Partnership’, which appeared in 
Nông Nghiệp Việt Nam in 2009 and was written by 
Truong Giang. In this article, the author wrote: ‘Mr 
Andrew Speedy, Asian Pacific representative of FAO 

asserted that, REDD is a major carbon financing 
mechanism. This mechanism plays a critical role in 
preventing illegal logging and illegal timber trading 
in the region.’

Although none of the interviewees provided an 
explanation as to why there was no article discussing 
efficiency, studies conducted by Pham et al. (2009) 
and Pham et al. (2010) offered an explanation: most 
of the establishing, implementing and transaction 
costs for PES and REDD+ were not considered 
by the environmental service sellers, providers and 
intermediaries, because their primary goal was to 
pilot these schemes. Most transaction costs were 
covered by the intermediaries themselves because 
they were allocated funding from donors and buyers 
to cover such costs. 

The limited number of articles discussing 
effectiveness could be explained by the fact that both 
PES and REDD+ are still in their infancy, globally 
and in Vietnam in particular, and evidence on its 
effectiveness is limited. 

Equity has been at the centre of the debate about 
REDD+ in the media in Vietnam since 2007, while 
effectiveness only gained attention in 2009 and other 
co-benefits in 2010 (Figure 18). The increase in the 
number of articles and range of REDD+-related 
issues covered overtime shows that policy makers 
and the media have paid increasing attention to 
REDD+ and have explored the issues from a variety 
of perspectives.
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International organisations and bodies such as 
the FAO and UNDP, and national-level state 
and bureaucratic actors such as MARD and the 
Government Office were concerned primarily 
with issues of equity and other co-benefits, while 
effectiveness was only a concern for international 
organisations (FAO) within the primary frame 
(Figure 19). Business associations such as EVN were 

concerned primarily with issues of equity, since they 
had already paid natural resource use tax. 

In terms of how the 3Es relate to topics, ‘politics 
and policy making’ is assessed in terms of equity, 
effectiveness and other co-benefits, without reference 
to efficiency. ‘Economics and markets’ is assessed in 
terms of equity without considering effectiveness or 
efficiency (Figure 20).
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It is interesting that ecology was not viewed through 
the lens of the 3Es although it could play a critical 
role in shaping the design and implementation 
of REDD+. Ecology was discussed in the relation 
to the current classification of forests in Vietnam. 
According to the article ‘Poor forests’ written by 
Nguyen Chi Thanh and published in Tuoi Tre 
newspaper, ‘poor forests’ are defined in Vietnam as 
forests that have been over exploited and no longer 
provide timber. With this definition, people often 
perceived ‘poor forest’ as of no value. However, the 

author claimed that these ‘poor forests’ are still able 
to provide environmental services such as increasing 
soil coverage, retaining groundwater, reducing 
erosion, regulating water flow and reducing storms 
and floods. With the approval of Decision 380/QD-
TTg, the author argued that these environmental 
services could be quantified and paid for. Therefore, 
the government should change the classification of 
‘poor forest’ to ‘restoration forest’ so that this forest 
can be protected. 



4.1. REDD+ media coverage in Vietnam
As the previous sections have shown, REDD+ 
coverage in Vietnam is still in its infancy. However, 
the rapid increase in the number of articles on 
REDD+ and the range of issues covered overtime 
shows that REDD+ has received increasing attention 
from policy makers, readers and the media. This 
is due to global developments, including the 
Conference of Parties in 2007 (COP13) and 
the approval of Decision 380/QD-TTg and the 
United Nations Collaborative Programme on 
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation in Developing Countries (UN-REDD)
UN-REDD in 2008. This shows that the media has 
effectively reflected the REDD+ policy process and 
the importance of REDD+ issues  amongst state 
actors in Vietnam. The fact that most actors offered 
an optimistic assessment of the future of REDD+ 
also shows a strong belief on the part of government 
and other stakeholders in the importance of REDD+ 
to the national economy, particularly the forestry 
sector. However, the fact that REDD+ coverage is 
more limited than coverage of other climate change 
issues, shows that REDD+ is not at the centre of the 
national debate on climate change, which is focused 
on water issues, particularly rising sea levels, and 
efficient energy use. 

As stated earlier, the objective of this study was 
to assess whether the media can influence policy 
outcomes. Data analysis indicated that the media 
is linked to the policy cycle (policy formulation, 
implementation and evaluation) but has no influence 
on policy outcomes for two major reasons. First, 
the main purpose of media coverage in Vietnam 
is to help the government enforce its policy. The 
interviewees suggested that media impact on policy 
outcomes is limited as a result. Secondly, REDD+ 
is still at the pilot stage and limited understanding 
of REDD+  amongst journalists, as well as limited 
evidence on REDD+ policy impacts impede 
journalists in communicating the implications 
of policy. 

Furthermore, analysis of the selected articles shows 
that while the media discusses REDD+ in terms of 
equity (e.g. benefit sharing mechanisms, rights and 
responsibilities of actors) there is no discussion of 
efficiency. Since most payment for environmental 
services (PES) and REDD+ schemes in Vietnam 
are pilot programmes, the government and donors 
are not concerned about cost related to REDD+. 
Further studies and analysis should be conducted on 
this topic to prepare for national implementation of 
Decision 380/QD-TTg, given that transaction costs 
for PES schemes were found to be very high (Pham et 
al. 2009, Pham et al. 2010). 

Equity issues are the primary focus of both policy and 
media coverage. Many stakeholders are concerned 
about whether an appropriate benefit-sharing 
mechanism can be developed and implemented, since 
there is a lack of supportive policies, mechanisms and 
tested guidelines to achieve an effective, transparent 
and practical payment system for individual 
households (Hoang et al. 2010). It is interesting 
that coverage of equity issues has both international 
dimensions (payments from developed to developing 
countries) and national dimensions (payments to 
the poor). This shows the position of Vietnam in 
the international REDD+ debate and its effort to 
ensure an equitable benefit sharing mechanism for its 
citizens. However, as Pham et al. (2008) highlighted, 
the pro-poor impact of REDD+ and PES might be 
limited due to high transaction costs, a low level 
of payments and overlapping functions amongst 
state actors. The limited voice of the poor in media 
coverage and REDD+ policy formulation (Hoang 
et al. 2010) also shows the gap between policy 
objectives and implementation on the ground.

Furthermore, van Noordwijk et al. (2007) argued 
that PES schemes are workable if they are:  i) realistic 
(based on recognisable cause-effects pathways 
involved in the production of environmental services, 
and with benefits gained by both sellers and buyers 
being tangible and sustainable);  ii) voluntary 
(engagement of environmental service providers and 
sellers is based on free choice rather than obligatory 

4. Discussions and recommendations
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through regulation);  iii) conditional (environmental 
service provision is only rewarded if provided); and  
iv) pro-poor (equitable impacts on all actors and PES 
design is positively biased towards poor stakeholders). 
Hoang et al. (2008) claimed that government control 
means that ‘voluntary’ will be the most difficult 
of these criteria to achieve in Vietnam. Concerns 
about PES not being voluntary were raised in the 
media as a major obstacle for implementation, since 
payments will not be sustained if they are not based 
on willingness on the part of environmental services 
users. This supports the analysis of Villamor et al. 
(2007), which calls for further studies and analysis 
exploring the perceptions and willingness to pay of 
environmental service buyers.

The REDD+ debate takes place in the context 
of impacts of climate change in Vietnam and is 
integrated with discussions about adaptation and 
mitigation. This is a major difference from the 
discourse in the West. This is also reflected in the 
policies adopted. PES is seen as an essential element 
of REDD+ due to the fact that equity issues are a 
priority (MARD and UN-REDD 2010). 

4.2. The limits of the REDD+ media 
discourse in Vietnam
The media is expected to be a useful channel for all 
stakeholders in society to express their perceptions on 
particular issues. However, the way climate change 
is reported depends on the economic, cultural and 
sociopolitical characteristics of a country (Boykoff 
2007, Carvalho 2007, Boykoff and Mansfield 
2008, Anderson 2009). As the previous sections 
have shown, the mass media in Vietnam is a means 
of propaganda for government policies, so media 
coverage represents the Party’s perceptions and 
assessment of REDD+. This also partly explains why 
most REDD+ discussions in the selected newspapers 
were framed around politics and policy making and 
did not address a wider range of issues and debates. 
While the role and impact of the media in Vietnam 
is limited compared with Western media (Tran 2005, 
Eek and Ellström 2007, McKinley 2007), the public 
can still be optimistic about the future impact of 
the media on the REDD+ arena, since the media 
has been able to ‘get out of the box’ and successfully 
target more sensitive issues such as corruption 
(McKinley 2007).

Globally, there is considerable competition  amongst 
(and between) scientists, industry, policy makers 
and nongovernmental organisations (NGOs), each 
of whom is likely to be actively seeking to establish 
their particular perspectives on the issues as the one 
to be adopted (Anderson 2009). The fact that other 
stakeholders, who might have different views on 
REDD+, have limited room to express their views 
also means that the media in Vietnam has not been 
able to represent all social actors who might have an 
influence on REDD+. It is suggested that a REDD+ 
forum should be established so that these actors can 
share their information and suggestions towards 
REDD+ implementation.

Moreover, the media has not been able to inform 
the public on critical debates related to REDD+ that 
are discussed widely in the international media and 
academic papers, such as the issues of regional and 
national leakage (EIA and Telapak 2008, Meyfroidt 
and Lambin 2009, Forest Trends 2010, Hoang 
et al. 2010, MARD and UN-REDD 2010UN-
REDD), involvement of indigenous people (Hoang 
et al. 2010), insecure tenure (Lee and Mahanty 
2009, Pham et al. 2008) and technical issues such 
as carbon measurement and difficulties in defining 
emission baselines (Nguyen et al. 2010). Since the 
government sees PES and REDD+ through the lens 
of tax and fees (Pham et al. 2010) the media only 
discussed these issues without looking at other forms 
of REDD+. As this study reveals, the media discourse 
focuses on policy and related economic issues (such 
as markets, hydropower development, taxes and fees 
etc.) not on environmental aspects. Furthermore, 
analysis of the data collected also suggests that 
stakeholders are often optimistic about REDD+, 
while potentially negative impacts are overlooked or 
poorly-researched. Capacity building and enhanced 
understanding of REDD+ should be facilitated so 
that the public has access to a comprehensive picture 
of the REDD+ debate. 

4.3. Who is to blame for the limited 
coverage of REDD+? 
Since 2007, climate change and REDD+ have 
been treated with greater urgency as the topic has 
risen up the political agenda, and journalists have 
increasingly discussed REDD+ in print. Despite this 
improvement in frequency and quantity of coverage, 
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the quality of media reports continues to concern the 
public and scientists (Boykoff and Boykoff 2007). 
Two common explanations for poor reporting on 
climate change are capacity constraints (Shanahan 
2007, Boykoff and Mansfield 2008, Anderson 2009) 
and political factors defining the content of reports. 

Borton (2005), Shanahan (2007) and Boykoff 
and Mansfield (2008) highlighted the fact that 
journalists and editors in developing countries often 
do not have a science background or receive training 
in climate-change reporting, so technical errors 
appear in published articles. In poorer countries 
such as Vietnam, few reporters are well trained, 
connected and resourced. As discussed earlier, 
limited understanding of REDD+ is seen as a major 
constraint for journalists. REDD+ issues are technical 
issues, which are becoming more popular discussion 
topics, so the barriers might be higher. 

Fahn (2008) pointed out that poor reporting on 
climate change and REDD+ is not because of lack 
of commitment from journalists on covering the 
issues, but rather the inordinate number of obstacles 
they face. Specifically, Boykoff and Mansfield (2008) 
pointed to constraints deriving from political and 
economic pressures and limited specialist training 
and understanding. Media coverage can also be 
influenced by professional cultures and distinctive 
ideological standpoints (Carvalho and Burgess 2005). 
As Anderson (2009) suggests, the organisational 
and institutional routines and working regulations 
of newspapers determine to what extent the issues 
can be covered. Reporters cannot be impervious to 
political pressure and introduce all sides of the issue 
from an unbiased perspective (Anderson 2009). 
Moreover, since the government controls the media 
in Vietnam, it tends to be the ‘primary definer’ of key 
issues (Anderson 2009). 

While journalists’ lack of knowledge of the issues 
is often blamed as the primary reason for poor and 
biased reporting of REDD+, Shanahan (2007) 
argues: ‘The media’s job is not to change the world. 
It is up to society to turn bad news into good.’ Those 
supplying the media with information—scientists, 
politicians and NGOs—share some of the blame. 
One of the reasons that journalists in Vietnam 
have a poor understanding of REDD+ is a lack of 
knowledge transfer from scientists to the media 
and the general public on the issue. Science is 

often asked to ‘come out to the street’ and to be 
the basis of political decisions (Beck 1992). Policy 
makers often expect scientists to provide answers to 
problems that are debated in the media and other 
public arenas, and make a variety of public uses of 
science to legitimise action or inaction (Carvalho 
2007). However, scientists have long struggled to step 
outside their circle and this means many resist telling 
their stories simply and without jargon—a turn-off 
for the public (Shanahan 2007). Too often scientific 
studies and results are obscured by technical language 
and jargon, which does not translate smoothly into 
the crisp, unequivocal commentary that is valued in 
the press (Boykoff and Boykoff 2007). This is also 
the case in Vietnam. Most REDD+ research findings 
are too technical to be accessible to journalists and 
the public, leaving an urgent need for dissemination 
of REDD+ findings in general language. From 
journalists’ and readers’ points of view, more scientific 
studies on the impacts of climate change on people’s 
daily lives are needed, communicating stories they 
can connect with. Furthermore, research institutes in 
developing countries are often without a press office, 
and their scientists can be reluctant to talk to the 
media (Fahn 2008). National research institutes need 
to participate more actively in the debate to enhance 
the limited voice of scientists in the media. 

4.4. Influence of the private sector 
While private sector reactions to climate change 
are still small relative to what powerful scientific, 
economic and moral arguments demand (Shanahan 
2007), media reporting of climate change has become 
increasingly affected by industry interests (Shanahan 
2007, Anderson 2009). Pham et al. (2008) analysed 
Decision 380/QD-TTg and claimed that although 
water and hydropower companies are targeted as 
environmental service buyers in this policy, the 
government is reluctant to apply the regulations to 
these groups as they contribute significant amounts 
to the government budget through tax, and increased 
charges and fees would create problems. Moreover, 
increased water and electricity prices might lead 
to increased prices for many products, which will 
affect the national economy. Although the private 
sector has a limited voice, and no visible impact of 
this actor was illustrated in the articles searched, 
it is expected that they will play a critical role in 
determining the success or failure of REDD+ 
implementation in Vietnam. Again, understanding 
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their perceptions and willingness to pay is essential 
for future implementation of REDD+.

4.5. Where are the poor?
Shanahan (2007) asserted that the key challenges 
for climate change coverage include making stories 
more relevant to audiences, raising the profile of 
adaptation and the perspectives of the poor, and 
reporting on ways to address climate change that 
bring additional benefits. Shanahan (2007) and 
Fahn (2008) further expressed the concern that no 
information was given on any media about how the 
poor would be affected by REDD+ at the global 
level. An Oxfam study (2009) also highlighted that 
the communities most vulnerable to climate change 
need financial support to adapt, but this aspect of 
climate change is underreported. As a result, the 
voices of the vulnerable are rarely heard by those 
in power (Shanahan 2007). This is supported by 
our analysis of articles and interviews, which show 
that the current debate on REDD+ is dominated 
by government and international NGOs, while the 
voices of environmental service sellers, ethnic groups, 
the poor and women were absent. REDD+ must 
target the most vulnerable and ensure they have a 
voice in planning and decision-making processes to 
address climate change. 

The current discussion of REDD+ is biased toward 
the buyers and government policies without 
considering vulnerable groups. To enhance the voice 
of vulnerable groups, it is important to have trusted 
and accountable intermediaries to represent them 
(Pham et al. 2010), yet few stakeholders bring their 
interests into the policy making process. Potential 
intermediaries in Vietnam include international and 
national NGOs, local organisations (the Farmer’s 
Association and the Women’s Union) and local actors 
(e.g. heads of villages).

4.6. The way forward
Improving coverage of REDD+ will become crucial 
as the area becomes increasingly challenging and 
complex to report on. Media professionals will need 
to find new ways to sustain readers’ attention over 
time, particularly when other ‘competing’ issues such 
as the economy take precedence (Anderson 2009). 
In order to achieve this, several recommendations 
are made. 

Firstly, journalist’s training needs to be enhanced. 
The Ministry of Information and Communications 
issued a call to increase the quality of its media, 
invest in new media technologies, and improve the 
training of its reporters (Borton 2005). Interviewees 
also suggested that journalists should receive more 
environmental training, particularly on REDD+. 
The question is, however: Does providing more 
training to journalists increase REDD+ coverage 
and the quality of reporting? According to most 
interviewees, the answer depends on how the training 
is organised and who is targeted. Interviewees shared 
the conclusions of Fahn (2008), who asserted that 
it is difficult for journalists in developing countries 
to access experts, peer-reviewed journals and other 
information. Thus, interviewees asserted that training 
should be organised in the form of seminars, where 
environmental journalists can first study and then 
debate the issue. More importantly, they need to go 
into the field to study and write up their observations 
after this training. Opportunities for peer review 
would also enrich the skills of journalists. This 
training requires funding, but more importantly 
attendance of scientists who have expertise on 
REDD+ to act either as trainers or guest speakers. 
With a little time and training, nonscientific 
journalists should be able to cover climate change 
well (Shanahan 2007).

While additional training for national journalists is 
essential, journalists who have already been trained 
by the international institute such as Inwent should 
act as ‘seeds’ to help support colleagues, and should 
be encouraged to continue following REDD+ issues. 
Unfortunately, journalists at the national radio did 
not report on REDD+ even after receiving training 
from international organisations on the topic. This 
study also supports Anderson’s (2009) assertion that 
REDD+ has to compete with other ‘hot’ topics in 
order to sell newspapers, and shares similar findings 
with Boykoff (2007) and Shanahan (2007) that 
editorial preferences and publisher pressures can 
affect news reporting. Interviewees stated that if 
REDD+ advocates want to encourage newspaper 
coverage, they need to provide training for editors 
and stimulate their interested in REDD+. Once they 
understand what REDD+ means and its importance, 
they will direct journalists to cover the topic. 

Secondly, research involving in-depth interviews 
with editors and reporters would provide important 
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insights into the factors impeding or enhancing 
climate change coverage. Such studies would provide 
a greater understanding of competition to control the 
issue and the behind-the-scenes factors influencing 
patterns of reporting (Anderson 2009). Also, few 
studies have included interviews with scientists about 
their media relations (e.g. Boykoff 2007). This calls 
for further research on how scientists can better 
connect with the media. 

Thirdly, expertise should be expanded beyond that 
related to science, and other forms of expertise (e.g. 
lay knowledge, counterexpertise from civil society 
actors) should be brought into the governance 
process (Giessen and Böcher 2009). Ideally, 
policy making should be based on solid science 
and “accountable expertise” as this ensures their 
effectiveness and legitimacy. Knowledge sharing 
through formal channels such as technical workshops 
and conferences is only one amongst many effective 
channels. As was shown in the previous section, 
in addition to existing formal channels such as 
government officials and government agencies, 
informal channels such as civil society groups, 

international NGOs and international media outlets 
also contribute funds and technical expertise to 
support journalists approaching REDD+. These 
networks should be strengthened and a forum 
should be established to enhance information and 
knowledge sharing between actors. 

International NGOs and civil society groups are 
invited informally to participate in climate change 
meetings. Future structures should consider a formal 
role for these organisations, which have substantial 
technical capacity and experience of working with 
vulnerable communities. These organisations can 
provide valuable input into REDD+ design, as well 
as on the ground implementation. REDD+ networks 
are already in place, and if strengthened, could 
provide an efficient link to government structures. 
The government should also consider ways of co-
implementing projects or providing funding to 
these organisations to work on REDD+ issues. The 
government, civil society organisations and NGOs 
should work together to establish ways in which 
accountability to vulnerable groups can be improved.



REDD+ coverage in Vietnam has increased rapidly 
despite a late start compared with international 
media. This study found that coverage on REDD+ 
started in 2007 and increased thanks to the launch of 
numerous REDD+ related policies and programmes. 
The number of articles and breadth of discussion 
about REDD+ in the media shows increasing 
attention and support from the government towards 
REDD+. However, REDD+ receives much less 
coverage than some other climate change issues 
mainly because  i) the major focus of climate change 
concerns in Vietnam is rising sea levels not REDD+,  
ii) journalists have a limited understanding of 
REDD+, and  iii) the voices of scientists, the private 
sector and civil society organisations are limited in 
the policy making process. 

The study also shows that the media in Vietnam is 
controlled by the government, so media content on 
REDD+ is mainly used to disseminate Party policy. 
Thus, coverage on REDD+ has been mainly framed 
around the enforcement and implementation of the 
national REDD+ programme and REDD+ policies, 
as well as associated effectiveness and equity issues. 
Efficiency issues have not been widely discussed 
in the media because the government and donors 
are willing to cover the related costs of REDD+. 
Intergovernmental organisations and government 
agencies were identified as the key actors discussing 
REDD+. The perspectives of business enterprises 
were raised, but the voices of scientists, international 

nongovernmental organisations (NGOs), civil 
society and marginalised groups were absent. 
Furthermore, the findings highlight that the media 
has not covered controversial and critical issues 
related to REDD+ that have been raised often in the 
international media, such as leakage and involvement 
of indigenous groups. 

Although the media is controlled by the government, 
this study shows the potential impact of the media 
on the REDD+ arena since it has been able to 
tackle some sensitive issues, such as the degree 
to which participation in REDD+ is voluntary. 
Moreover, the study suggests that journalists should 
not be blamed for limited REDD+ coverage as 
government, scientists, civil society and NGOs also 
share some responsibility. However, the fact that 
most stakeholders are optimistic about the future 
of REDD+, without considering the potential 
negative impacts on local livelihoods, calls for better 
dissemination of research results to the media and 
public. The findings of this study also support other 
international and national research which calls for 
further study on the perception and willingness 
of environmental service buyers and the impact of 
REDD+ on the poor. Further training for journalists 
on REDD+ and better coordination and knowledge 
sharing  amongst stakeholders are essential in 
improving current media coverage and facilitating 
REDD+ implementation in Vietnam.

Conclusions
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