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Ecologies of Coffee Sustainability
in the Central Highlands

Sarah G. Grant

To me, Do Lat has two distinct images: one of industrialization and
commercialization, and another of nature. The city is slowly putting on
layers of cement structuves, gandy shops and lonyg queunes leading to
sought-after Instagram backgrounds. Nonetheless, there exists, in o
land for away from downtown, a peaceful farming community filled
with workers, the sound of tractors and many stories told on the green
patches of fresh produce and ten.

—Nguyen Hoang Ky Anh (2019)

1 COFFEE AND THE QQUESTION OF SUSTAINABILITY

On a sunny day in 2018, I hiked the lesser known, “more natural” route
to the summit of Langbiang Mountain, on the outskirts of Pa Lat in Lim
bong province, with a new acquaintance named Phuong. The most
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popular well-traveled route to the peak is not environmentally friendly; it
is a bait-and-switch that involves buying a ticket and hopping into a Jeep,
only to race quickly to a false peak, accessible primarily by paved road.
With the Jeep route, one gets the beautiful views without the sun expo-
sure and the strenuous experience of hiking in the mountains. The paved
road allows visitors to tackle the mountainous region, reaping the rewards
of an incredible view, photo opportunities, and cloud-lined vistas in min-
utes, instead of the hours it might take hikers. For many domestic
Vietnamese tourists, the peak is a far cry from their homes on the coast or
in the big cities, but it is also quintessentially Central Highlands. Along
with large swaths of agricultural land, waterfalls, extractive industries, and
ethnic minority communities, the mountains frame the region and its lore.

Phuong, a local university student and someone deeply familiar with
the agricultural landscape of the province, convinced me that although it
would be difficult, taking the backroad trail to the “real” summit would
be much more rewarding—the views, flora and fauna, and absence of
other hikers would make the pain worthwhile. Besides, Phuong said, “It
will feel like a getaway from traffic, work and life.” I was surprised to hear
her talk about traffic and stressful life in a place like Da Lat. Despite these
“two distinct images” of Pa Lat, it does not compare to the traffic, pollu-
tion, and rampant urban development of places like Saigon and Hanoi. In
fact, Ba Lat itself is often perceived and sometimes described as “comfier,
simpler and quieter” (Nguyen 2019) than the city (often a reference to
Saigon). It turns out that Phuong and young adults like her—university
students who are actively involved in student volunteer clubs, hiking orga-
nizations, and environmental groups—are adamantly opposed to the
paved roads and Jeeps winding up the mountain. The paved route is “for
the tourists from Saigon,” Phuong says. Her ideas about the environment
and what constitutes nature are shaped by the social media groups she
participates in and the regular conversation tables she attends at local
cafés. One group, “Cudc phiéu lun trong tu nhién” (Adventures in Nature)
is part student organization, part social hiking group, and part volunteer
club, mostly comprised of Vietnamese students who organize local group
hikes and share articles and blog posts about the environmental problems
plaguing the country.! Students like Phuong are keen to develop a more

'All names and private groups (such as a private Facebook groups or Instagram handles)
are pseudonyms to protect the identity of these individuals and groups with the exception of
notable artists, popular figures, or other publicly available material.
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sustainable way of life through their mindful consumption and environ-
mental habits. She considers activities like hiking and camping in the
mountains a mode of appreciation and preservation, even sustainability. If
Phuong can cultivate a love of nature among her friends and classmates,
perhaps the future of the Central Highlands looks brighter, if not cleaner.
This land “faraway from downtown” is, however green, a symbol of indus-
trial agricultural development for consumption across Vietnam and for
export markets around the world. It is green; however, it is anything but
sustainable.

The term sustainability, s bén vitng, is as complicated in Vietnamese as
it is in English. The common “three e’s” of the western concept of sus-
tainability—environment, economy, and equity—mean different things to
different people across agricultural industries in Vietnam, including the
coffee industry. Although Phuong may feel strongly about protecting her
own mountainous backyard and the natural world she values so much, not
everyone equates s bén vitng with the environment. For example, in the
Vietnamese coffee industry, sustainability initiatives are often shared by
US and Europe-based sustainability programs funded by international
financial organizations such as the World Bank or international non-profit
organizations such as the Rainforest Alliance. These visions of sustainabil-
ity are often imposed on farmers, framing the environmental part of the
sustainability equation in terms of long-term economic outcomes. In
many commodity coffee-farming spaces in the Central Highlands where siz
bén vitng is understood to be a western model of sustainability tied to
long-term income and quality of life improvements, any environmental
preservation is a secondary consideration, perhaps an incidental byproduct
of “sustainable” coffee livelihoods. Farmers, however, are acutely aware of
this and I occasionally heard farmers talking about a not-too-distant future
where coffee is simply “over” (hét). For example, Tinh, a man in his 40s
who had been farming outside of Pa Lat since the 1990s, often shared
similar sentiments when I visited his farm or met him in town. He knew
that coffee would not last forever, because “how could it?” (lam thé nao).
Between the regular fertilizer inputs, pesticides, battles with coffee berry
borer ( Hypothenemus hampei), and the increasingly unpredictable dry and
rainy seasons, Tinh was convinced that coffee would not be a reliable
source of income for his children in the future, although it had enabled
him to buy land, build a house, and support his family to date. Although
Tinh never explicitly referenced the ways agricultural inputs directly impact
the ability to farm coffee in the future, he certainly knew that the more
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fertilizer and pesticide he used on his land, the less reliable his long-term
coffee future was. Although Pa Lat seemed green and natural, for coftee
farmers like Tinh, the coffee-producing areas surrounding the town had
everything to do with cash crops, agricultural inputs, and economic liveli-
hood. Sustainability was not a phrase Tinh used, nor did he elaborate on
what a sustainable future as a coffee farmer looks like; Tinh already knew
that his future in coffee was finite, whether he framed it in environmental
terms or not.

When monetary incentives drive sustainability initiatives, it is no won-
der that the “e for environment” side of the equation is deprioritized, even
as most people working in the industry, including farmers, know that the
future of coftee does depend on viable soil, access to water, and other cli-
mate contingent variables. If the three e’s are imagined as a long-term
solution to sustaining cash crop production in a place like Vietnam, many
farmers and young environmental studies students do not see it that way.
A Vietnamese coffee agronomist once summed up his understanding of
sustainability to me by stating that farmers must prioritize either the envi-
ronment or their economic well-being and quality of life, not both. He
believed that coffee farmers, especially in Dik Lik province, were often in
the coffee industry for the possibility of a better life rather than the pos-
sibility of shaping a new, environmentally sustainable coffee industry in
Vietnam. A better life might mean leaving coffee behind for a different
industry at some point. Sentiments like this were often confirmed by small
farmers who had transitioned into the coffee industry from other cash
crops. Even a relatively wealthy LAm Ddng province coffee magnate,
“Bao,” once told me and a local MARD representative that he could farm,
essentially anything, “ca phé, tra, bd, ciing duoc” (“coftee, tea, avocado,
anything is fine”). Like many farmers who entered the coffee industry, not
because they liked coffee but because they saw a financial opportunity, Bao
could have grown anything so long as it brought in a steady income.
However, unlike most coffee farmers in Vietnam, Bao, with his collection
of vintage jeeps and ostensibly limitless resources, had the financial means
to pivot when coffee was no longer a viable cash crop. Indeed, several
years after I first met Bao, I heard that he was no longer growing much
coffee and had invested in several hectares of organic tea somewhere
around Bao Loc. With his resources, he certainly could have invested in
environmental initiatives or explored the local agricultural development
projects around drought and pest-tolerant coffee varieties or fertilizer
reduction, but Biao demonstrated that sometimes coffec becomes
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unsustainable when it no longer garners a certain income or the market
appears dismal. In Vietnam, sustainable coffee (ca phé bén vitng) often
accompanies the term “sustainable development” (phit trién ben vitng),
which raises larger questions about whether agricultural development—
especially land and labor-intensive agriculture such as coffee—is ever sus-
tainable. Regardless, sustainability as a concept and value-added application
materializes in diverse ways across Lim DPdng province.

For young adults like Phuong, sustainability materializes through reus-
able straws and reducing plastic waste, riding bicycles, or walking instead
of taking a motorbike, and promoting her vision of a sustainable lifestyle
through social media platforms and dialogue with friends and student
peers. She has cultivated a mundane, everyday environmentalism that
speaks to her hobbies, allows her and her friends to enjoy the mountainous
region, and upholds the very coffee industry that Phuong’s family is
embedded in. Sustainability is about the environment and the future,
rather than questioning the agricultural (and other) industries that neces-
sitate conversations about sustainability in the first place, Phuong’s con-
cerns about consumption are primarily about packaging, plastic bags, and
straws rather than the agricultural inputs in the LAm Péng coffee and
vegetable industries that acutely damage the surrounding soil and water-
ways. By resisting common modes of development in the region and more
cosmopolitan trends around conspicuous consumption, these students are
actively forging a community of environmentally savvy youth while engen-
dering new local identities for young adults living in the Central Highlands.
Phuong is happy to attend university in a town that, in her view, accom-
modates other students who love nature and value the environment the
way she does. At the end of the day, she wants to promote a sense of envi-
ronmental responsibility in Vietnam, even as she regularly drinks the com-
modity coffee that takes such a toll on the surrounding lands.

My hike with Phuong did not disappoint as we encountered plants,
insects, horses, and birds throughout the four-hour trip to the peak. Only
at the summit did we run into other hikers who were also, incidentally,
university students from the area. Phuong flipped her hat backward, threw
her hands up in achievement, and sighed in relief, “Look at how beautiful
it is—some days you can see all the way to the coast.” We sat down to eat
tangerines and chat about the growing hiking, camping, and backpacking
culture in the province. An increasing number of Vietnamese youth from
the cities come to Da Lat to hike, camp, and “escape to nature,” as Phuong
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puts it.2 For Phuong, who grew up working on her family’s coffee farm a
mere twenty kilometers from the center of Pa Lat, going home or hiking
Langbiang was an escape from her dark dormitory, classrooms, and the
dated restaurant where she worked. The natural world, in Phuwong’s own
romanticized view, afforded opportunities to see new plants and animals,
whether or not they were “naturally occurring.” Of course, the pine trees
that make the Langbiang hike so spectacular are a product of the long
French colonial presence in the region and somehow simultaneously dis-
tinctly Pa Lat and distinctly European (see Jennings 2011). And the view,
however beautiful, consists of industrial grade coffee as far as the eye can
see, primarily planted in a period of agricultural development in the 1990s.

The small coffee farm that Phuong’s family owns, despite also originat-
ing in the late 1990s, is still a product of colonialism, remade into a neo-
liberal project of the market economy and global coffee industry, entangled
with recent land-clearing initiatives for industrial agriculture across the
province. As Michitake Aso points out, “[p]lantation practices have been
difficult to reform because they have been built into natural and social
systems” (2018: 9). The soil of the Central Highlands and the Coffea
robusta so commonly grown in Vietnam retain its history, even as coffee
plantations no longer exist in that form. Aso remarks that “[i]t is some-
times difficult to distinguish between contemporary multinational compa-
nies operating plantations and the previous plantation complex” (2018:
8). Even small farms on an industrial scale can be difficult to distinguish
from plantations (then or now), especially when considering declining soil
fertility and the attributes of cash crop production and export. Phuong,
for all of her hiking excitement, was well aware of this history, the percep-
tion of nature in Pa Lat, and the contrived natural beauty of vegetable and
flower greenhouses lit up at night. She was aware that many of the horses
dotting the mountain were bred for the tourism industry—nature-themed
wedding photos and horse-drawn carriage rides are in particularly high
demand during the dry season. She knew, at least peripherally, that despite
a growing café culture in Da Lat and cities across the country, most of the

2Motorbike “road trips,” referred to in Vietnamese as di phuot, to the mountains and

more remote provinces of Vietnam are becoming increasingly popular among Vietnamese
youth and young adults. The trips are often designed to provide a different view of Vietnam
through camping, visiting less populated and less traveled “oft the beaten path” routes of the
country. Pa Lat is a popular stopover to di phuot.
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coffee produced in Vietnam is for export. Even if Phuong was detached
from this industry, her family was in regular contact with coftee collectors.

The natural world Phuong inhabits and imagines is remarkably close to
the industrial farming world where nature manifests in a different, con-
tested way. In fact, these worlds are entangled in the Central Highlands,
where a small coffee farm is part of a larger ecology of coftfee sustainability
that thrusts a colonial history of coffee production into dialogue with
contemporary coffee culture, transnational environmental movements,
and local narratives about place and agriculture. This chapter focuses pri-
marily on the latter. For all the publicly available development documents
and well-funded projects about coffee production and sustainability in
Vietnam, it is Vietnamese farmers and young, budding environmentalists
and journalists who articulate the importance of place and land in under-
standing how to define sustainability and ask an important question: is
coffee production ever sustainable?

This question raises key points about what a sustainable coffee industry
might look like. Indeed, some farmers who know that the coffee they
grow is intimately tied to the environmental degradation of the region
strategically use coffee as a platform to move away from agriculture alto-
gether. Tinh, who explained that he knows coftee is not forever, and that
“fertilizer is bad for the soil,” demonstrates that coffee remains an oppor-
tunistic cash crop for his family and the hope that his daughters will attend
university and find employment outside of the difficult (%4d) agricultural
industry. I argue that narratives like Tinh’s and others who question the
sustainability of coffee are a mode of resistance to international develop-
ment projects and illuminate a point that Kristina M. Lyons makes about
the ways in which alternative (not better, not worse) modes of agricultural
thinking and being in the world “highlight the built-in expectation of
vulnerability present in an ecological sense of being in the world” (2020:
134). Vulnerability is present in the narratives I discuss throughout this
chapter. The story template for Vietnamese coffee, agriculture, and the
environment at the present moment is framed by local experiences of cli-
mate change-related loss; national narratives supported by development
firms who frame the future of Vietnamese coffee in terms of GDP and the
financial impact of climate change (see Tatarski 2016); and Vietnamese
journalists who recognize the cultural significance of agricultural produc-
tion in the Central Highlands, even as it rubs against the notion of sustain-
ability and an environmentally sound future for those most vulnerable in
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the region. There is also an ethnographic thread from my own research on
the Vietnamese coffee industry. Phuong’s story is particularly important
as an ethnographic narrative because it illustrates how the many parts of
lived experience in the Central Highlands inform the whole ecology of
coffee sustainability in Vietnam.

Ecologies of sustainability and recent narratives about climate change
in the Vietnamese coffee industry illuminate the ways the environment is
imagined in the Central Highlands region of Vietnam. This environment
is one with a complex history, commingling with ongoing controversies
over land use, resource extraction, agricultural production, ethnic minor-
ity livelihoods, and state /international development projects. Using the
coffee industry and Vietnamese environmental writing as lenses, this chap-
ter examines the ecology of coffee sustainability as it shapes and is shaped
by the way agricultural communities interact with their environments and
perceive climate change-related realities. In doing so, I question the trope
of “industrialization and commercialization” on the one hand, and
“nature” on the other (Nguyen 2019: n.p.) and tease out the blurred line
between nature and agricultural landscapes in the Central Highlands,
where coffee and other agricultural commodities (e.g., tea, cabbage, arti-
choke) are valorized even as they are environmentally destructive.

2 EcoLocGicaL REALITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL
IMAGINATION IN THE CENTRAL HIGHLANDS

Da Lat has now gotten fat,

with streets stretched way out, houses recklessly thrown up.
Motor scooters have all stolen the peace of morning.
—Phan Nhién Hao (2020), “Pa Lat, 1989-2002”

ba Lat, or Ba Lach (water of the Lach people), as the Indigenous origin
story goes, is also known as the “city of fog” and the “flower capital of
Vietnam.” It is the capital of Lim Pdng province in the southernmost
region of the Central Highlands. More commonly, Da Lat is referred to as
“Little Paris” or “Little Switzerland,” the “honeymoon capital of Vietnam”
or the “city of 1,000 pines.” Occasionally, the old men drinking coffee and
smoking cigarettes in local cafés refer to it as the city of sadness—beautiful
but sad (dep nhung ma buon). The anthropogenic change referenced in
Phan Nhién Hao’s poem “Da Lat, 1989-2002” is an iteration of this
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sentiment, reflecting on the implications of development and the foggy
mornings turned smoggy and noisy. Pa Lat, despite its developed tourism
infrastructure and conspicuous agricultural production industry, is often
represented visually as pristine, with agricultural landscapes appearing as
natural landscapes. Greenhouses chock full of agricultural products and
requisite agricultural inputs—pesticides and fertilizers—become beautiful,
firefly-like specks on the landscape at night. Nguyen Hoang Ky Anh’s
(2019) photo essay about Pa Lat juxtaposes the bustle of town with a new
kind of nature: agricultural production and tractors. In one photo, the
quintessential Pa Lat fog and terraced landscape with greenhouses are also
speckled with trees and rising mountains off in the distance. This photo
and others in the essay allow agriculture to exist in the natural world
because agriculture in places like Pa Lat seems peaceful and quiet rather
than intense and destructive. The photo essay ends with an image of lux-
ury lakeside villas, shrouded by pine trees and mountains and carefully
manicured flowerbeds reminiscent of DPa Lat’s “Little Switzerland” moni-
ker. These villas, the cabbage farms, and the tractors depicted in the photo
essay, perhaps unwittingly, narrate a life that is anything but “simpler”
than one in Saigon. Coftee in the Central Highlands, even as it stretches
to the horizon in some cases, also narrates the complexity of intensive
commodity agricultural production.

In the Central Highlands, the scale of small farming exists in a way that
can no longer be considered environmentally small or simple. Millions of
coffee trees materialize as a singular substance, coffee. In Sarah Besky’s
“Monoculture” lexicon, she states that “[w]hen agriculture reaches for
economies of scale, plants become plant; think of the singularized nouns
50y, cotton, and rubber. In monoculture, both botanical varietals and vari-
ety in the landscape disappear” (Besky 2017). These transformations,
although sometimes venerated in visual celebrations of the region (lush
farms of flowering coffee trees or bright red cherries), are still monocul-
ture, and no one knows monoculture like a commodity coffee farmer.
Recently, however, some farmers are pushing for crop diversification as a
response to increasingly uncertain rainy seasons, fluctuations in market
prices, and other barriers to financial stability for the small farmer.

ba Lat resides in the Vietnamese imagination as a place of respite; the
flower and honeymoon capital of Vietnam, although misty and cold at
times, is relatively temperate at nearly 1500 meters above sea level. Eric
Jennings opens his history of the city by stating that “for a city of some
160,000 inhabitants, Pa Lat today has achieved an almost mythical and



238  S.G. GRANT

remarkably varied reputation: it is at once a site of romance, education,
privilege, leisure, pilgrimage, and science—the latter thanks to its U.S.-
built experimental nuclear reactor” (2011: 1). Ba Lat and the surrounding
Central Highlands are a contested site of agricultural production and per-
ceived natural beauty where the very environment and atmosphere that
make Pa Lat unique are its undoing when it comes to environmental sus-
tainability. Climate change and persistent drought are a threat to farmers’
livelihoods, and Vietnamese media regularly turn to the Central Highlands
to explore the implications of drier dry seasons and unpredictable rainy
seasons. For example, in a Tudi Tr article about greenhouses, agriculture,
and climate change in Pa Lat, Dr. Vi Ngoc Long of the Southern Institute
of Ecology warns “[K [héng chi téi ma nhiéu nha khoa hoc dd canh bio vdi
¢ quan chitc ning ring nhi kinh i va. dang phi hivy canh quan méng mo
va ‘siic khoe’ bé sinh thii ciin Pa Lat” (It’s not only me but many scientists
have warned officials that greenhouses are destroying the dreamlike land-
scape and health of Dalat’s ecosystem) (Vinh 2018; translation mine). The
greenhouses, coffee, tea, and terraced vegetable farms that make up ba
Lat’s “dreamy” look are direct contributors to temperature increases and
water pollution in the region even as they set Pa Lat apart from other
towns in the province and Central Highlands. Like other cash crops in the
region, the ecological reality of coffee is that no matter how it is produced
in Vietnam, it is an environmental challenge and one that questions the
very definition of sustainability.

According to the narrative espoused by many tour guides, books, and
urban-dwelling Vietnamese, Pa Lat is unlike the rest of the country. For
the influx of domestic tourists, it is a reprieve from the pollution and
crowds of the city, in theory. Domestic and international tourism materials
chronicle the town’s temperate weather and diverse natural features.
Indeed, the Langbiang Plateau and its peaks frame the city while the lakes,
waterfalls, and rivers accentuate the native flora and fauna. Pa Lat, how-
ever, like many places in the Central Highlands, is primarily a city of agri-
cultural production. The “city of flowers” moniker stands today because
of the biannual flower festival and growing floriculture and export indus-
try in LAm Ddng province, not because native flowers adorn the moun-
tains. For all the nicknames and stories of natural beauty, Pa Lat is also a
city primed for rapid environmental change, destruction, and the lived
implications of climate precarity. And yet, the Central Highlands are often
framed as an untamed frontier, far from urban, “developed” Vietnam. It is
this misconception about what constitutes development that renders the
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Central Highlands even more vulnerable to environmental destruction
and change. This misconception also highlights a paradox about Vietnam’s
coffee success story: Vietnamese coffee and those who drive the industry,
as with any agricultural commodity, play a role in exacerbating climate
precarity and acute environmental damage. At the very least, the more
“successful” the coffee industry, the more environmental pressure placed
on people and land.

3 COFFEE SUSTAINABILITY AND EMERGING
ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENTS

It is nearly impossible to travel around the Central Highlands without see-
ing some form of cash crop production—coftee is a ubiquitous cash crop,
spanning multiple histories of French colonialism, war, Eastern Bloc rela-
tions, and 1990s foreign investment and development initiatives. The
Central Highlands are a region comprising five provinces, recognized
within Vietnam for its fertile basalt soil, prime for extensive industrial agri-
culture, and chock-full of natural resources, flora, and fauna. It is Lam
Pong and b3k Lik, however, that live in the Vietnamese popular imagina-
tion as coffee-producing places. These two provinces, despite their shared
borders and proximity, are at cultural and developmental odds, although
each province is significant in the world of industrial agriculture and com-
modity cash crop production. LAm Bdng is represented in popular
Vietnamese media as idyllic; still a home of intellectuals and artists, of
high-quality Coffea arabica, produce, mulberries, and a growing organic
farming and dairy industry. Dik Lik, on the other hand, is represented as
a frontier of industrial agriculture, economic booms and busts, and ethnic
minority politics (Tan 2000). Bk Lik’s capital city, Bu6n Ma Thuot,
draws coffee buyers and other industry professionals seeking to manage
and capitalize on the sun-baked coffee trees. Climate change is critical in
Pik Lik and other Central Highlands provinces as persistent droughts
literally reshape the rivers and waters that irrigate coffee farms. Yet envi-
ronmentalists in Vietnam and elsewhere are reluctant to take up the ques-
tion of large-scale industrial coffee agriculture in the Central Highlands,
perhaps because it is so embedded in thousands of livelihoods and part of
larger state-led agricultural development initiatives. Coftee is a system of
“slow violence” (Nixon 2011) that will undoubtedly impact ethnic minor-
ities and poor farmers before anyone else when the climate crisis worsens.
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Coffee embeds communities of farmers in the monoculture and perpetu-
ates a paradox—without coffee, there is no livelihood but with coffee,
these livelihoods are short-lived.

Where “bad environmentalism” (Seymour 2018) abounds in the West,
young adults in Vietnam are trying out popular movements, often circu-
lating their concerns on social media. Seymour (2018) defines the concept
of bad environmentalism to move beyond the fatalistic, despair-oriented
doom of climate change to a different tact of environmentalism, or envi-
ronmentalism that carves out space for less discussion and more alternative
modes of engagement such as humor, or in the case of Phuong, seemingly
mundane nature walks. Privy to a growing hashtag-inspired environmen-
tal awareness, and increasingly attuned to larger global environmentalism,
many young Vietnamese are actively looking for ways to express their deep
concerns about the most pressing climate change emergencies in Vietnam
while having fun and building community. Informed about the nuances of
climate change in Southeast Asia or not, young students like Phuong are
driven by the excitement of a camping trip and the vistas on a hike first,
and the possibility of creating environmental change through nature
appreciation second. Phuong and her friends are blurring multiple lines,
between nature appreciation and environmentalism, for example, but in
the process, having fun and recognizing that fertilizer and pesticide-
intensive cash crops like coffee are an integral part of the perceived Central
Highlands beauty and local livelihood. With the exception of intermittent
ethnic minority protests in the early 2000s (see McElwee 2000), there is
not an active environmental resistance to coffee in the Central Highlands,
despite the environmental impact of the industry.

Between #trashtag social media challenges that spread across Vietnam
in 2019 (See Vinh 2019), protests against urban development projects in
Hanoi, or #ToiChonCa (#IChooseFish) in the wake of the 2016 Formosa
Ha Tinh Steel mill toxic spill, there is no shortage of environmental activ-
ism around a multitude of issues in Vietnam, including viral videos and
hashtag challenges.> However, the disconnect between this burgeoning
“bad environmentalism” and everyday industrial agriculture is widening.
The coffee industry and swaths of coffee land devoid of activists across the

3See Chapman (2017) for more on the “rising environmental awareness” across issues in
Vietnam. Also see Nguyen (2020) for an overview of environmental activism “as an arena of’
contestation in Vietnam’s state-society relations” and popular discourses of nature conserva-
tion (2020: 33).
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Central Highlands speak to this disconnect. Someone like Phuong could
resist coffee production because it will undoubtedly alter the landscape she
loves to hike with her friends, but she also understands coffee’s socioeco-
nomic role in the region.

The “naturalness” of the Central Highlands is situated subjectively as
the striking features of the landscape or attractions on long hikes through
the mountains. These narratives open the possibility for inquiry into how
environmentalism is shaped and reshaped by nascent forms of environ-
mental activism and understandings of monoculture and its environmental
impact. How do monoculture, nature, and people commingle in the
Central Highlands? I am hesitant to draw a parallel between plantations
and the small coffee farm holder system in Vietnam, but the legacies in the
soil and emergent “forms of life” (Li and Semedi 2021) surrounding
Vietnamese coffee are remarkable.

Like earlier “non-confrontational political” urban environmental move-
ments that concentrated on social media, such as the “Tree Hug
Movement” in Hanoi (Geertman and Boudreau 2018), attention to envi-
ronmentalism in Pa Lat emerges from young adults building a sense of
community and global connection around a shared appreciation for the
environment writ large. Environmental sustainability through recycling
practices and organic farming initiatives are also popular among young
Vietnamese in Pa Lat. New Facebook pages and university student volun-
teer and hiking clubs take on an environmentalist slant as students share
visual and text-based posts about their experiences in and appreciation of
nature. These posts define nature in Pa Lat through narratives about a
resilient, pristine natural world in which commodity agricultural produc-
tion is allowed to exist. For example, Phuong and her friends once shared
a Facebook invitation to join a student hike on the outskirts of Pa Lat with
the caption “xem ca phé, cay thong va ding vit hoang da” (“look at coftee,
pine trees, and wild animals”). By allowing commodity agricultural prod-
ucts like coffee to exist within this natural world, a new form of precarity
for already marginalized ethnic minority farmers, or any farmer without
the means to intercrop or pivot beyond coffee emerges. When coftee
becomes valued as part of the natural world, as part of the “natural” land-
scape of the Central Highlands, environmental sustainability in agriculture
is disconnected from this vision.

Coftee, both the burgeoning “specialty coffee” varieties grown in the
highest altitude areas of LAm Ddng province and the plentiful Coffen
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robusta grown in lower-altitude, shadeless farming areas, are part of a dis-
tinct ecology in which state, environment, climate change, and variable
ideas of “sustainability” intersect. The state, specifically the Ministry of
Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) is ever-present in discus-
sions about coffee development. At the same time, Vietnamese state and
popular media regularly publish news and content about the devastating
effects of climate change-related drought on Vietnamese coffee produc-
tion and the domestic industry at large. It is the foreboding narratives
about the environment coupled with the veneration of Vietnamese coffee
in cafés across the country that partially construct the ecology of coffee
sustainability in Vietnam. For Vietnamese and other regional scholars
writing about coffee in Vietnam, there is not yet a clear emphasis on the
environmental implications of coffee development, even as sustainability
persists as a buzzword.

In Coffee in Vietnam’s Central Highlands (Phan et al. 2007), contribu-
tors explore the historical, anthropological, and economic dimensions of
coffee in the Central Highlands. One chapter, authored by H’Wen Nié
K°’Dam (2007), clearly outlines the perceived “problems”—poor farmers
do not study agronomy or care about coffee quality—in coffee-farming
villages in the Central Highlands and ends with recommendations to fur-
ther expand the industry. The expert economist and agricultural develop-
ment perspectives on Vietnamese coffee often espouse the concept of
sustainability while they eschew sustainable practices. This should not
come as a surprise as “sustainability” is an often-used term in the coffee
industry at large, with little consensus about what it really means, or how
it is practiced or implemented.

Translating sustainability is a job that often falls to the non-experts or
translators who are hired specifically to turn the presentation of an inter-
national development organization into commensurable ideas for a
Vietnamese audience. Although there are occasional coffee sustainability
conferences and workshops in Vietnam, there is rarely attention to the
ways in which the term “works” or does not, in Vietnamese. Si bén vitng,
the Vietnamese word for sustainability, combines “solid” and “strong”
(bén) with “secure” or “stable” (vilng) to impart a sense of long-lasting
endurance. When encountered in the Vietnamese coffee industry at farmer
training seminars or workshops, or in certification scheme audits, Sy bén
vilng is meant to evoke a Western framework of sustainability that empha-
sizes building towards a sustainable environment and agricultural econ-
omy. After all, “sustainability is an English word” (Maldonado et al.
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2016), and the ability to translate this concept is no easy task. Jerome
Whitington points out that in Laos,

Sustainability refers not simply to environmental protection, but to ques-
tions about how economic growth happens, with special attention to com-
plex articulations of ecology and economy for a country heavily dependent
on agriculture and fisheries for its base economic safety net. Clearly, the
term ‘sustainability’ does not refer to actual outcomes or to sincere inten-
tions. (2018: 45-406)

In Vietnam, where agricultural development projects proliferate and envi-
ronmental rule shapes the value of people (ethnic minorities), forests, and
agriculture (McElwee 2016), sustainability operates differently in narra-
tive form and policy practice. In popular media spaces, sustainability and
environmental projects often take on a distinctly social focus.

The online content producer and digital media pioneer Saigoneer regu-
larly features dual Vietnamese-English language articles about the envi-
ronment and Vietnam. Recent reports range from “informal recycling
workshops” in Saigon (Selkin 2020) and urban sustainability projects
(Tatarski 2019) to the many climate change-related problems in the
Mekong Delta (Tatarski 2020). Although the target audience of digital
media publications like Saigoneer is a mix of Vietnamese and foreign
nationals, the dedicated “environment” section focuses on the pressing
societal issues that readers living in Vietnam care about. Given recent cli-
mate change-based initiatives in Vietnam, it is no surprise that popular
media focus on the ways that local communities are experiencing and
grappling with climate change and anxiety.* Dual-language state media
like VN Express International also regularly feature stories about environ-
mental destruction, namely air and water pollution from manufacturing,
as well as feel-good stories about environmental activists who blaze the
trail for future generations. For these readers, however, the tricky problem
of monoculture emerges again—coffee is singular, erasing the complexity
of the Central Highlands growing region and the many varieties of coftee
propagated and ingenious solutions to everyday farming problems devel-
oped throughout the region.

*See McElwee et al. (2017) and McElwee (2015) for interdisciplinary scholarship on cli-
mate change in Vietnam.
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4  EcoLOGIES OF VIETNAMESE COFFEE

The Central Highlands and its soil, atmosphere, and water are environ-
mental actors in the ecology of Vietnamese coffee. The region is shaped by
a long history of destruction, extraction, and abuse. Like rubber (see Aso
2018) and other colonial cash crops, coftee (Coffea Arabica and Coffen
robusta) is also entangled in colonial and post-colonial histories of labor,
ethnic minority politics, and exploitation. The commodity coffee ( Coffea
robusta) grown in Dik Lik and parts of Lim Ddng is part of a unique cof-
fee ecology that has drawn significant media attention to Vietnam and its
large-scale coffee production. In this narrative process, Vietnam emerges
as both a success story and a failure. The success lies in becoming the
second-largest producer of coffee in the world—an arbitrary geopolitical
title that erases ethnic minority displacements and the violence of colonial
history and contemporary cash crop production. The failure lies in the
lack of effective sustainability initiatives in the coffee industry—Ilarge-scale
commodity coffee production is especially destructive for long-term land
use and the surrounding environments.®

An ecology of Vietnamese coffee must also include the multiple narra-
tive forms that describe coffee-growing land and café culture in Vietnam.
These narrative forms—Vietnamese travel writing, blogs, social and popu-
lar media—that evoke a harmonious relationship between human and
nature, especially in places like Pa Lat, position coffee aesthetically and
culturally. Indeed, cafés all over Pa Lat and Bu6n Ma Thuot take great
pride in the coffee they use and the fact that it is locally produced. Coffee
growing requires, at a bare minimum, decent soil, irrigation, and sunlight.
It often requires agricultural inputs, very specific soil, particular kinds of
irrigation, processing facilities, economic savvy, and experience, let alone
specific knowledge about how to navigate agricultural and climate-related
disasters. Whereas the coffee-growing highlands are admired in much
popular literature about Vietnam, environmental writing is beginning to
recognize what is and is not sustainable in agricultural production. Unlike
a conspicuous environmental disaster such as a toxic spill, commodity

>The environmental destruction that comes with coftee production also includes the capi-
talism of consumption. The primary consumers of Vietnamese coffee are nor Vietnamese.
The global Vietnamese coffee industry is built on export, transportation between the Central
Highlands and southern ports in Sai Gon, and the shipping industry that facilitates trade
between Vietnam and western Europe, East Asia, and North America (the primary regions
where Vietnamese coffee is consumed).
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coffee production wreaks slow havoc on the earth and laboring bodies.
Above all, commodity coffee production, as the industry continues to
expand, requires land, converted from the complex classification schemes
and forest management projects and the larger question of environmental
rule in Vietnam (McElwee 2016).

On the surface, the narrative of coffee production in Vietnam is a suc-
cess story, if success is measured in terms of production volume and world
rankings for production and export. As the story goes, the rapid rise of
coffee production in Vietnam is a marker of agricultural prowess; the
Vietnamese state’s capacity to navigate complicated global commodity
markets that are often stacked against producers like Vietnam and the
sheer recognition that there is a world of consumers eager to buy cheap
commodity-grade coffee are the highlights of this story. At its core, how-
ever, the narrative of coffee production in Vietnam is a story of extraction.
At times coffee is a means of economic development, but it is also the
byproduct of a longer history of the Central Highlands in which ethnic
minorities have been displaced from their land, forests cleared and replaced
by cash crops, and fertility and nutrients depleted from the soil, rendering
it much less productive for future agricultural production or subsistence
farming. Although the Central Highlands are narrated as a beautiful fron-
tier in Vietnam, industrial agriculture and extraction have permanently
altered the landscape.

In addition to the environmental impact of agricultural production,
natural resources such as bauxite are frequently extracted from the earth in
the Central Highlands. Jason Morris-Jung’s comprehensive examination
of the bauxite mining controversy in the Central Highlands foregrounds
the Vietnamese perspective through participant observation and inter-
views with many activists and scientists about the politics of mining.
Morris-Jung describes a workshop held in the Central Highlands province
bik Néng:

At the Pik Nong workshop, Nguyén Ngoc spoke about the “cultural”
impacts of bauxite mining on the M’Nong people of the Central Highlands.
For Nguyén Ngoc, bauxite mining was like “standing before a life or death
decision.” Not only did it spell disaster to the ethnic minorities of the region,
but it threatened the socio-cultural and geographic bonds that bound the
Central Highlands to the Vietnamese nation. (2015: 72)

For Central Highlands-based writers like Nguyén Ngoc, bauxite mining
represented more than a discursive threat to those living in the region,
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including many ethnic minority groups. Bauxite mining in all its contro-
versy highlights the role of extractive industries in uprooting communi-
ties, their culture, and their future in the process. Like other extractive
industries that remove metals, minerals, and oil from the earth, bauxite
mining has grave environmental and human impacts (Abdullah et al.
2016; O’Mahony 2019). The bauxite mining controversy in Vietnam—
specifically opposition to extractive mining—introduced a new kind of
“performative” and “oppositional” politics to Vietnam (Morris-Jung
2015). As Morris-Jung establishes, there was no shortage of Vietnamese
opposition in the media and other public venues during the 2008-2009
controversy. The opposition emerged in a very public way, weaving
together concerns over environmental impacts, the proposed influx of
Chinese migrant labor, and the Central Highlands as a place.

Like bauxite mining, coffee production in the Central Highlands has
generated oppositional perspectives on socio-cultural impacts of large-
scale agricultural production. Coffee may not be extractive in the literal
sense—coffee production does not remove natural resources from the
earth—but byproducts such as chemically produced fertilizers and pesti-
cides strip the soil of vital nutrients and adulterate nearby water sources
with toxic irrigation runoft. Coftee also exploits labor in complicated and
uneven ways as Vietnamese and ethnic minority coffee farmers are subject
to fluctuations in the global coffee market, climate-related variances in
production volume, and the difficult manual labor that defines the annual
coffee harvest. Coffee is not the only fraught agricultural industry in
Vietnam, but it is slowly beginning to facilitate dialogue about unsustain-
able farming practices and the simultaneous cultural significance of coftee
consumption and cafés.

Vietnamese creative artists and activists are also engaging in dialogues
about the environment, becoming powerful shapers of environmental nar-
ratives in Vietnam. Themes of excess, waste, environment, and cultural
identity shape the work of artists like Vo Tran Chéau (see Factory
Contemporary Arts Centre 2020), while interrelated ideas about nature
and imagination, animals, and environment influence the work of Tudn
Andrew Nguyén. Tudn Mami’s In One’s Breath—Nothing Stands Still is
also critically engaged with extraction, capitalism, and the environment
(see Lovatt 2020 and Robert 2019). These artists and their colleagues
approach the environment in Vietnam through a variety of visual and
material forms.
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The Bao Loc Project, hosted and sponsored by a large coffee export
company, took place over several weeks in the Lim Pdng province town
of Bao Léc in 2007. The Biao Ldc Project was meant to bring artists
together with community members in a space that held important sym-
bolic significance for the region—a coftee export warehouse and process-
ing facility. Bao Loc is described on the official project website as “Bio Lic
1o diém khoi ddu ciia diy Triudng Son” (the beginning of the Trudng Son
mountain range). Indeed, it is a coffee and tea-producing town, albeit
without the attention that Da Lat receives in Vietnamese media and travel
writings. It is a town that is often passed through without much of a stop,
as the leading Vietnamese bus companies stop for lunch or a quick rest-
room and coffee break on long drives up from the city. In this passage, it
is hard to miss the vast greenery of coffee and tea planted to the horizon
and obviously an important part of the local agricultural economy. The
Bao Loc project website also optimistically boasts that “the town of Bio
Léc is one of the centers of Vietnamese coftee” (la mit thi xi ciin tinh
Léim Pong, Bio Lic duoc xem nht mét trong nhitng trung tam ciia nganh
cong nghiép ca phé Viét Nam). The introductory essay from the Bao Loc
Project catalog states that “[t]he Bao Loc Project had no grand aims of
social change ... Rather, art functioned here as a place of symbolic com-
munication and exchange within the notional, social and cultural realm”
(Hadju n.d.). Sponsored by a large export company and experimental
farming station, however, it draws attention to the ways in which capital
flows into the community through agricultural development plans and
flows out, extracting labor and soil nutrients alongside the coffee that is
produced. If there were no aims of social change in the Bao Ldc Project,
simply focusing on coffee draws attention to the environmental implica-
tions of industrial agriculture in the Central Highlands.

5 CONCLUSION

Environmental narratives about coffee production and sustainability in
Vietnam have only recently questioned the institutions that perpetuate
environmental destruction and exacerbate climate change-related experi-
ences. These narratives also draw parallels between the lived experience of
the Central Highlands and extractive industries from natural resource
mining to agricultural production that reshape ecosystems in the region.
The paradox of coffee in Vietnam is that coffee’s destructiveness is
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celebrated culturally, as Vietnamese coffee gains international notoriety as
a popular drink, and the café, in many urban areas, has also come to sym-
bolize creativity and possibility for many youths. In Pa Lat, cafés can serve
the purpose of connecting patrons (often young adults) to nature—coftee
with a view and coftee on a coffee farm are major selling points. An “envi-
ronmentalization of agriculture” (Cattelino 2019) has yet to take place
fully in Vietnam, but the idea seems to be circulating among proponents
of agricultural sustainability and those who think carefully about the inter-
relationship between future livelihoods, environment, and the economic
role of industrial agriculture in the present. The work of visual artists is
already drawing attention to the connection between Central Highlands
ecologies and the environmental implications of capitalist extraction.

In Phuong’s world, the landscape of the Central Highlands is ideally
natural, and it does natural work—it promotes a particular kind of life and
produces a world in which agriculture is produced not as currency but as
life-giving. For me, the small plots of coffee, carrot, and artichoke inter-
spersed with pine trees and horses along our hike are a reminder that the
natural world is deceptive and always mediated. Flowering coffea, fragrant
with delicate white flowers, in much of the coffee-producing regions of
Vietnam is only as productive as the chemically produced agricultural
inputs it absorbs. When we hiked up the mountain, we passed through
coffee farms with berries in varying stages of ripeness; the barbed wire
protecting the farms was evidence that the alternate forest route we walked
led actually across a privately owned farm. From on high, we could see the
careful demarcation between crops, high-use motorbike paths, and erod-
ing, terraced vegetable farms. Paths like these are the “between” that Celia
Lowe describes in Wild Profusion:

Natures are ‘made’ at the intersection of humans with their particular social
histories, and plants and animals with their unique evolutionary and ecologi-
cal histories. Neither ‘science’ nor ‘society” will tell us all the interesting
things one might want to know about these natures. To proceed further,
one must travel along a path between the human and the wild profu-
sion. (2006: 3)

For all Phuong’s romantic ideas about “escaping to nature,” she was
the one who pointed out the small fires and wisps of smoke curling across
the valley—farmers were clearing land for new cash crop plantings. Perhaps
Phuong recognized that her own family is complicit in this clearing of
land and the irreversible anthropogenic impact of agricultural commodity
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production. The inseparability of nature and culture in ecological relation-
ships reminds us that when the term sustainability is invoked by farmers,
international organizations, or local environmentalists, they are operating
under very precise understandings of what constitutes their respective live-
lihoods and values about the environment. Ethnographic narratives
emerging from environmental anthropologies of Southeast Asia are par-
ticularly attuned to these entanglements, providing nuanced understand-
ings of late-industrial environments and development schemes in Southeast
Asia.® Nevertheless, an interdisciplinary engagement across environmental
anthropology and the environmental humanities in Vietnam will further
our understanding of environmental change and the ways in which narra-
tive forms are used by activists and draw our attention to the complex
ecologies of coffee sustainability.
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