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Preliminary statistics from the four pilot communes point to an important reality: the number of trainees is
not proportional to the area of data collected. This confirms that mobilizing manpower en masse into the
field is not the decisive factor for data quality or for the effectiveness of subsequent data-collection rollout
(Phase 3). Rather, well-organized teamwork, close engagement by local government, and the proactive
spirit of the community — above all of the trainees themselves — are the keys to superior results in both
quantity and quality. Concrete evidence from the pilot communes: Chiềng Sinh (Điện Biên) and Nậm Lầu
(Sơn La) had 1.3 to 1.4 times more trainees than the comparison communes in the same provinces. Yet
the coffee area mapped in Chiềng Sinh was five times greater than in Pu Nhi (Điện Biên). Conversely,
Mường Chanh (Sơn La), despite having fewer trainees, collected nearly twice the area of Nậm Lầu
(Figure 5).

Figure 5. Provisional results (before data cleaning) of the training courses in Điện Biên and Sơn La
(calculated as of the end of the three-day training)

It should also be added that the raw figures above reflect the particular characteristics of each locality, not
merely the level of engagement of each place or its trainees. For example, Nậm Lầu commune mapped
the highest number of plots of all four pilot communes. But because of its fragmented terrain, coffee plots
there are very small and scattered, so trainee teams lost considerable time traveling and could not
accelerate progress measured in area (hectares). Throughout the training, trainee teams therefore had to
adapt constantly to real conditions, moving from one area to another to avoid wasting time “sitting around
waiting” for household heads to come and verify field boundaries (see Box 2 for details).

The pilot rollout from Điện Biên to Sơn La was a journey of continuous self-improvement for the Forest
Trends team and local officials. Each subsequent course built on, and drew deep lessons from, the
shortcomings of the previous ones. As a result, Mường Chanh — the last commune to hold its training —
achieved the most impressive results, with the lowest rates of misdrawn and overlapping boundaries,
minimizing the burden of data processing and cleaning in the subsequent stage.
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Box 2. Lessons learned for strengthening responsibility and training-course effectiveness

Set specific, easy-to-visualize, quantifiable targets to motivate trainees:
For example: each trainee must complete at least 1 ha of standard-quality
mapping within the three-day training.

Prepare thoroughly before going to the field: Household lists, phone
numbers, and village zoning for assignment to small trainee groups must be
ready before the training day.

A flexible coordination mechanism in the field: Unexpected situations always arise
(e.g., one group meets more household heads than another). Each large group should
elect one leader and one deputy to coordinate proactively and rotate trainees to help one
another in time, avoiding a situation where “some sit idle while others are overwhelmed”.

Make use of distinctive local human resources:
•  Village-based preschool teachers: people with deep local knowledge, standing, and
good relationships with residents (experience in Chiềng Sinh commune, Điện Biên
province).
•  Youth Union members and students on summer break: a young workforce that
absorbs technology extremely quickly and is highly energetic (experience in Mường
Chanh commune, Sơn La province).

2.3. Phase 3: Horizontal commune-wide rollout

After the training, the commune People's
Committee should officially launch a campaign
to complete planting-area data for the whole
commune. Village management boards take the
lead, assigning specific household clusters to
course trainees and directly tracking progress
on the digital map. Most standard data-
collection tools allow managers or survey
participants to follow implementation progress
on a satellite-map interface. When plots with
overlapping boundaries or area discrepancies
are detected, the village management board
and commune technical officers are responsible
for following up and supporting trainees and
residents to return to the field to re-measure and
correct the plot's polygon coordinates (Figure 6).

Village management boards are also responsible for collecting data on behalf of households in the village
(where households have no tech-savvy young members) or, where possible, providing hands-on training so
that residents can participate directly and collect the data for their own coffee plots themselves (Figure 7).

Figure 6. Examples of plots that had to be redrawn
because boundaries did not match or overlapped
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Box 3. Data processing and cleaning

Real-time checks: Commune and provincial technical officers should
continuously monitor the online data-management system throughout collection
to detect boundary-overlap errors, then immediately notify the field teams to
correct them on the spot, reducing the burden of raw-data processing later.

Decentralized management: Commune officials manage data within their commune;
provincial officials consolidate it province-wide. Work with technical experts to build
access-control features that let residents and village management boards access and look
up their own data, increasing transparency and ownership of information. The network of
technical officers and master trainers at the provincial and commune levels should provide
continuous technical support (covering the mobile data-collection software, EUDR-related
rights and interests, etc.) to trainees and farming households throughout implementation.

Forestry risk assessment: Proactively overlay the newly collected planting-
area data with the province's three-forest-category map data to detect early any
planting areas at risk of encroaching on forest land, enabling enterprises and
government to prepare proactive responses.

Figure 7. (Left) Trainees in Nậm Lầu commune, Sơn La province holding a training session to show coffee-growing
households in Nong Ten village how to use the software; (Right) another group of trainees from Nậm Lầu

commune conducting fieldwork to collect data for Nà Kẹ village

During commune-level training, trainers identify outstanding, enthusiastic trainees who are proficient with
the devices to form “Mobile Task Teams”. These teams serve as reinforcement personnel, providing
extra support to villages with very large coffee areas or limited capacity.

The model implemented in the pilot communes provides invaluable lessons for horizontal replication to
other communes. High-performing mobile task teams and village management boards make the best
“ambassadors” to advocate, guide, and take part in hands-on training for villages in other communes. In
Nậm Lầu commune, Sơn La province, for example, several trainees who are village heads coined the
phrase “issuing a birth certificate for the coffee plot” to explain to fellow villagers the purpose and
importance of collecting data on each coffee plot. Such clear, to-the-point explanations are creative
touches that few experts or trainers would think of. This further underscores the importance of socializing
the planting-area data-collection process so that people can participate actively and be empowered in
building knowledge and capacity.
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3.  Difficulties, Outstanding Issues, and Directions for Improvement

Planting-area data collection — undertaken amid shortages of information, infrastructure, and official
guidance — posed no small number of difficulties and challenges for the two provinces. Most of these
challenges revolve around two main factors: the data-collection tool and field-coordination skills at
commune scale (for example, each commune in Sơn La recorded hundreds of residents taking part in
field data collection during the wide-scale rollout).

Regarding the data-collection tool: after three months alongside the four communes in the two provinces,
we found that the tool applied6 still has many limitations. Many features reveal technical faults or
shortcomings only once data collection accelerates rapidly in both scale and complexity. Using a free tool
compounds the difficulty, because neither the research team nor the provinces has any authority or
ownership over its design or over technology upgrades to respond promptly to needs arising from the
field. This major challenge forced the commune-level management system, with Forest Trends' support,
to adapt flexibly through organizational and management solutions.

For example, in Nậm Lầu commune, by the end of 4 August 2026 more than 9,500 plots had been
collected (equivalent to roughly 50% of the commune's total coffee-growing area). Although the total
number of plots had not yet exceeded the maximum limit set by the software developer for each dataset
(10,000 plots), certain features — notably real-time viewing and tracking of collected plots, and deletion
of erroneous plots — began to show operational difficulties. In response, Forest Trends supported the
Nậm Lầu commune government in splitting the dataset by village cluster. This approach reduced the load
on the software and ensured the system could retrieve and process information stably. In essence,
although the data are separated at the collection stage, they can be fully merged for cleaning and
consolidation for reporting purposes. The solution did, however, add steps to the operational workflow.
This requires commune officials not only to upgrade their data-cleaning and data-management skills, but
also to proactively control the entire collection process to avoid overlap between different datasets.
Inadvertently, the process became a capacity-building opportunity for commune governments and
officials, honing their technical skills and strengthening their initiative in local governance.

Until Viet Nam fully masters, or allocates budget for, a collection tool of its own — and until the processes
for collecting, cleaning, and managing data are optimized and standardized to the domestic context —
technological shortcomings like those above are likely to keep arising. It must be clearly recognized that
technology is not a ‘master key’ that solves every data-collection and data-management problem,
especially for a strategic and sensitive data domain such as planting-area data.

6 The Open Foris Ground tool, developed by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). https://www.openforis.org/ground/
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4.  Conclusion

The pilot implementation in four communes of Điện Biên and Sơn La provinces confirms that community-
based planting-area data collection is the right direction, though it still needs continued refinement to
further improve data efficiency and accuracy. To control output data quality, localities must anticipate and
proactively prepare responses to a whole range of field-specific factors, such as fragmented terrain,
erratic weather, the thoroughness of pre-field preparation, the management and coordination capacity of
commune governments, and the practical teamwork skills of the trainees.

Even so, practice from the training courses in the four pilot communes has convincingly demonstrated that the
internal strength of the commune-level political system, villages, and local communities is an immensely powerful
and reliable resource. While residents will still need regular technical support to consolidate and enhance their
technological capabilities, their potential for self-reliance is very large. Real-world evidence from many villages in
Nậm Lầu and Mường Chanh communes (Sơn La province) shows that many village management board members
had previously been contracted by coffee purchasing, processing, and exporting enterprises to directly measure and
build plot-level planting-area data for each farming household on those enterprises' behalf. This once again confirms
the existing capacity and rapid responsiveness of local human resources when given appropriate direction and
empowerment.

With the enforcement deadline of the EU's EUDR fast approaching, socializing community-based
planting-area data collection is the most feasible, most cost-effective, and most sustainable solution for
mountainous provinces with limited resources and budgets. Moreover, the model is by no means limited
to coffee: it can be extended to all other key crops affected by the EUDR — rubber and timber, as well as
fruit and industrial crops (such as macadamia) — in service of strategic state management. In fact, during
the pilot itself, Điện Biên province integrated data collection to digitize areas of coffee intercropped with
macadamia, and plans to extend the model to the livestock sector as well.

More than a stop-gap trade response, this approach is the key for localities to move toward technological
self-mastery and ownership of clean data. Building the self-reliance of farmers and local communities not
only helps protect sustainable livelihoods, but also strengthens bargaining power and affirms the
reputation and responsibility of Vietnamese agricultural products in the global supply chain.


