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Conservation status 
Hoang Lien Son-Sa Pa Nature Reserve is located in 

San Sa Ho, Lao Chai, Ta Van and Ban Ho communes, 
Sa Pa district, Lao Cai province. Hoang Lien Son-Sa 
Pa Nature Reserve (then called Nui Hoang Lien) was 
included on Decision No. 194/CT of the Chairman of 
the Council of Ministers, dated 9 August 1986 (MARD 
1997). This decision decreed the establishment of a 
5,000 ha nature reserve for the protection of “high-
mountain forests, mono-Fokienia hodginsii stands and 
valuable medicinal herbs” (Cao Van Sung 1995). An 
investment plan, prepared in 1993, defined a 29,845 ha 
nature reserve in Sa Pa and Than Uyen districts (Anon. 
1993). In 1997, the area in Than Uyen district was 
placed under the management of the Song Da 
Watershed Protection Forest management board. An 
investment plan for the revised nature reserve was 
prepared in 1997, which gave the area of the nature 
reserve as 19,991 ha (Nguyen Quang Hung et al. 
1997). The boundary of the nature reserve was revised 
again in 1998 to include areas in Ban Ho commune, 
and the area of the nature reserve calculated from a 
digitised version of the current boundary is 24,658 ha 
(Tordoff et al. 1999). 

 

 

Topography and hydrology 
Hoang Lien Son-Sa Pa Nature Reserve is located in 

the Hoang Lien mountains, which are an extension of 
the Ailao Shan mountains in China, the south-eastern 
extent of the Himalayan chain. The nature reserve is 
located on the north-east flank of these mountains and 
includes Vietnam’s highest peak, Mount Fansipan 
(3,143 m). The lowest point is 380 m but most of the 
nature reserve lies above 1,000 m. The flanks of the 
mountains are very steep. Between Mount Fansipan 
and Sa Pa town, lies the Muong Hoa valley, which 
becomes wider towards the east of the nature reserve 
(Tordoff et al. 1999). 

Hoang Lien Son-Sa Pa Nature Reserve is drained 
by the Muong Hoa and Ta Trung Ho rivers, which feed 
the Nam Po river and, finally, the Red River. Forest in 
the nature reserve has an essential role in water 
catchment protection, particularly forest at high 
elevations, which captures water by condensation and 
contributes it to stream flow (Tordoff et al. 1999). 

Biodiversity value 
Hoang Lien Son-Sa Pa Nature Reserve contains 

11,071 ha of natural forest (Tordoff et al. 1999). 
Variations in altitude, topography, hydrology and 
micro-climate within the nature reserve have produced 
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a wide variety of habitat types, which can be broadly 
classified into scrub, savanna, submontane dry 
evergreen forest, montane deciduous forest, sub-alpine 
forest and dwarf bamboo (Tordoff et al. 1999). Plant 
species richness (2,024 known species of vascular 
plants) and levels of endemism (one quarter of 
Vietnam’s endemic species) are both very high relative 
to other protected areas in Vietnam (Nguyen Nghia 
Thin and Nguyen Thi Thoi 1998). For these reasons, 
the site was selected as a Centre for Plant Diversity by 
the IUCN Plant Conservation Programme (Davis et al. 
eds. 1995). 

Mammal diversity and abundance are relatively low 
as a result of intensive hunting pressure. However, 
Hoang Lien Son-Sa Pa Nature Reserve supports a high 
diversity of other animal groups. Three hundred and 
forty seven bird species have been recorded in and 
around the nature reserve, including four restricted-
range species and 49 species that are restricted in 
Vietnam to north-west Tonkin. The nature reserve 
protects approximately half of Vietnam’s known 
amphibian species, including several species that are 
endemic to the area. Invertebrate diversity is also very 
high, and many species of invertebrate discovered at 
the site are known from nowhere else in the world 
(Tordoff et al. 1999). 

In the Biodiversity Action Plan for Vietnam, Hoang 
Lien Son-Sa Pa Nature Reserve is rated “A” for 
biodiversity value (the highest rating) (Government of 
SRV/GEF 1994). 

Conservation issues 
Over-exploitation of natural resources, together 

with clearance of land for cultivation and by accidental 
fire, is rapidly destroying the natural vegetation cover 
of Hoang Lien Son-Sa Pa Nature Reserve. Already, 
natural forest covers less than half the area of the 
nature reserve, and continued human disturbance 
threatens those areas that remain. Where forest has 
been cleared or burnt, soil fertility has decreased, and it 
will be a long time before the forest regenerates 
(Tordoff et al. 1999).  

Cardamom Amomum aromaticum cultivation, 
timber extraction and the collection of non-timber 
forest products are leading to deterioration in forest 
quality and changes in species composition. However, 

the long-term effects of these activities will be less 
severe as, firstly, some canopy cover remains, and, 
secondly, nutrients are not lost through erosion. If 
these activities cease, the forest may be able to recover 
relatively rapidly (Tordoff et al. 1999). 

The nature reserve has been established and a 
management board has been formed. A headquarters 
building has been built, the boundaries of the nature 
reserve have been demarcated, and signboards have 
been posted displaying nature reserve regulations. The 
staff of the nature reserve are currently implementing 
fire-prevention activities. They are also implementing 
forest management schemes to replant bare forest land, 
regenerate degraded forest and protect natural forest. 
Local people are being involved in the implementation 
of these schemes to a greater or lesser degree. 
However, beyond fire prevention and social forestry, 
the nature reserve staff do not have any resources to 
enforce nature reserve regulations, although a request 
for funding for this and other activities has been 
submitted to central government and is awaiting a 
response (Tordoff et al. 1999). 

Other documented values 
Hoang Lien Son-Sa Pa Nature Reserve contains 

many species of plants with proven uses as medicine, 
ornament, food or timber. The nature reserve is already 
utilized as a source of medicinal plants for research and 
cultivation, but the full potential of the site has yet to 
be realized. The nature reserve is an important source 
of building materials, fuel, food, medicine and income 
for local people, many of whom are heavily dependent 
on these resources. The nature reserve plays an 
important role in watershed protection, both for local 
people (for whom water availability is a limiting factor 
in agricultural productivity) and the Red River system 
as a whole. The natural resources and scenic beauty of 
the area have great potential for the development of 
tourism, which has already begun, with organized tours 
to climb Mount Fansipan (Tordoff et al. 1999). 

Related projects 
In 1997-1998, Frontier-Vietnam and the Institute of 

Ecology and Biological Resources conducted a one-
year biodiversity survey of the nature reserve and made 
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recommendations for its conservation (Tordoff et al. 
1999). 

Since 1998, Frontier-Vietnam have been 
implementing an environmental education programme 
in Sa Pa district, focused on the four communes within 
the nature reserve. 

Sa Pa district was selected as a case-study for the 
IUCN Capacity Building for Sustainable Tourism 
Initiatives Project. This project included an 
investigation of the potential for eco-tourism 
development in the area. 

Oxfam GB are currently implementing education 
and agriculture programmes in Sa Pa district. 

Frontier-Vietnam, are currently implementing a 
project to investigate the potential of medicinal plant 
cultivation as an alternative source of income for 
ethnic minority people in and around Hoang Lien Son-
Sa Pa Nature Reserve. 

Ethos, a UK-based NGO, are currently 
implementing a project to provide education and 
vocational training to ethnic minority people in Sa Pa 
district. 

CraftLink are currently implementing a project to 
promote handicraft production by ethnic minority 
people in Sa Pa district. 

Literature sources 
Anon. (1993) [Investment plan for Hoang Lien 

Nature Reserve]. Lao Cai: Lao Cai Provincial People's 
Committee. In Vietnamese. 

Bangs, O. and Van Tyne, J. (1931) Birds of the 
Kelley-Roosevelts expedition to French Indo-china. 
Publications of the Field Museum of Natural History 
(Zoology Series) 18(3): 33-119.   

Bjorkegren, B. (1941) On a new weasel from 
northern Tonkin. Arkiv for Zoologi 33B(15): 1-4.   

Bloch, P. C. and Oesterberg, T. (1989) Land tenure 
and allocation situation and policy in Vietnam with 
special reference to the forest development area (Vinh 
Phu, Hoang Lien Son and Ha Tuyen provinces). 
Unpublished report to the Land Tenure Centre, 
University of Wisconsin and Swedsurvey.   

Cassola, F. and Probst, J. (1996) A new Cylindera 
species (subgenus Verticina Rivalier) from north-
western Vietnam. Coleoptera 24: 13-17.   

Dang Huy Huynh and Hoang Minh Khien (1995) 
Zoological resources in Sa Pa. Pp 342-347 in: Dang 
Huy Huynh, Nguyen Tien Ban, Vu Quang Con, 
Nguyen Thi Le, Pham Van Luc, Tran Dinh Ly, La 
Dinh Moi and Cao Van Sung eds. [Results of research 
by IEBR] Hanoi: Institute of Ecology and Biological 
Resources. In Vietnamese. 

Davis, S. D., Heywood, V. H. and Hamilton, A. C. 
eds. (1995) Centres of plant diversity: a guide and 
strategy for their conservation. Cambridge, U.K.: 
WWF and IUCN.   

Do Huu Thu, Tran Dinh Ly, Ha Van Tue, Le Hong 
Tan, Le Thi Ngoc Lau and Trinh Minh Quang (1995) 
The vegetation cover on the high mountain area of 
Phang Si Pang. Pp 147-155 in: Dang Huy Huynh, 
Nguyen Tien Ban, Vu Quang Con, Nguyen Thi Le, 
Pham Van Luc, Tran Dinh Ly, La Dinh Moi and Cao 
Van Sung eds. [Results of research by IEBR] Hanoi: 
Institute of Ecology and Biological Resources. In 
Vietnamese. 

Dubois, A. and Ohler, A. (1998) A new species of 
Leptobrachium (Vibrissaphora) from northern 
Vietnam, with a review of the taxonomy of the genus 
Leptobrachium (Pelobatidae, Megophyrinae). 
Dumerilia 4: 1-32. 

Eames, J. C. (1996) Some additions to the list of 
birds of Vietnam. Forktail 12: 163-166.   

Ghazoul, J. (undated) Avifauna of four tropical 
forests in northern Vietnam and threats to its 
conservation. Unpublished draft.   

Ghazoul, J. and Le Mong Chan (1994) Scientific 
report for Nui Hoang Lien Nature Reserve, Vietnam. 
London: Society for Environmental Exploration.   

Grindley, M. (1998) Feasibility study: constraints 
and opportunities for a nature trail and visitor centre 
within the Hoang Lien Mountains Nature Reserve, Sa 
Pa district. Hanoi: Frontier-Vietnam Integrated 
Environmental Education Programme.   

Hill, M. J. and Monastyrskii, A. L. (1999) Butterfly 
fauna of protected areas in north and central Vietnam 
collections 1994-1997. Atalanta 29: 185-208.   



 
 

Hoang Lien Son-Sa Pa Nature Reserve 
 

 
 
Sourcebook of Existing and Proposed Protected Areas in Vietnam Updated 19/02/01 

Hreblay, M. Peregovits, L. and Ronkay, L. (1999) 
New genera and species of Noctuidae from Vietnam, 
Thailand and Nepal (Lepidoptera). Acta Zoologica 
45(1): 1-96.   

Kemp, N. (1994) Site summaries from Nui Hoang 
Lien Nature Reserve and Ba Be National Park. 
Unpublished report to Frontier-Vietnam.   

Kemp, N., Le Mong Chan and Dilger, M. (1995) 
Nui Hoang Lien Nature Reserve, Sa Pa district: 
biodiversity survey 1995. London: Society for 
Environmental Exploration.   

Korzun, L. P. and Kalyakin, M. V. (1998) 
[Materials of zoological and botanical studies in Fan Si 
Pan summit area (North Vietnam)]. Moscow and 
Hanoi: Vietnam-Russia Tropical Centre. In Russian. 

La Dinh Moi, Nguyen Thi Thuy and Pham Van 
Thinh (1995) Study and protection of the ecosystem 
and botanical resources of Sa Pa. Pp 111-116 in: Dang 
Huy Huynh, Nguyen Tien Ban, Vu Quang Con, 
Nguyen Thi Le, Pham Van Luc, Tran Dinh Ly, La 
Dinh Moi and Cao Van Sung eds. [Results of research 
by IEBR] Hanoi: Institute of Ecology and Biological 
Resources. In Vietnamese. 

Lao Cai Provincial FPD (2000) [FPD 
questionnaire]. Lao Cai: Lao Cai Provincial Forest 
Protection Department. In Vietnamese. 

Le Mong Chan (undated) Some primary 
information on forest status and flora in the national 
park of Ba Be (Cao Bang), the nature reserves of Ba 
Na (Quang Nam-Da Nang) and Hoang Lien (Lao Cai). 
Unpublished report to Xuan Mai Forestry College.   

Monastyrskii, A. L., Nguyen Thi Hong and 
Yokochi, T. (2000) A new subspecies of the genus 
Euthalia Hubner, 1819, from Vietnam (Lepidoptera, 
Nymphalidae). Bulletin de la Societe Entomologique 
de France 105(2): 209-212.   

Nguyen Nghia Thin (undated) Checklist of vascular 
plants of high mountain area Sa Pa-Phan Si Pan. 
Unpublished list of plants. In Vietnamese.  

Nguyen Nghia Thin and Harder, D. K. (1996) 
Diversity of the flora of Fan Si Fan, the highest 
mountain in Vietnam. Ann. Missouri Bot. Gard. 83: 
404-408.   

Nguyen Nghia Thin and Nguyen Thi Thoi (1998) 
Diversity of vascular plants of high mountain area Sa 
Pa-Phan Si Pan. Hanoi: Hanoi University Press. In 
Vietnamese. 

Nguyen Quang Hung, Tran Van Phi, Dinh Cong 
Hinh, Nguyen Manh Hung, Nguyen Ba Viet, Nguyen 
Van Cong, Le Van Bon and Hoang Van Ha (1997) 
[Project for change and supplementation according to 
decree 327/CT for Hoang Lien Nature Reserve]. Sa Pa: 
Hoang Lien Nature Reserve Management Board. In 
Vietnamese. 

Nguyen Van Sang (1995) The animal resources in 
Lao Cai province. Pp 359-364 in: Dang Huy Huynh, 
Nguyen Tien Ban, Vu Quang Con, Nguyen Thi Le, 
Pham Van Luc, Tran Dinh Ly, La Dinh Moi and Cao 
Van Sung eds. [Results of research by IEBR] Hanoi: 
Institute of Ecology and Biological Resources. In 
Vietnamese. 

Ohler, A., Marquis, O., Swan, S. and Grosjean, S. 
(2000) Amphibian biodiversity of Hoang Lien Nature 
Reserve (Lao Cai province, northern Vietnam) with 
description of two new species. Herpetozoa 13(1): 71-
87.   

Pham Nhat (1994) The fauna of Sa Pa and solutions 
for conservation. Unpublished report to Xuan Mai 
Forestry College.   

Pham Thi Mong Hoa and Lam Thi Mai Lan (1999) 
The impact of tourism on ethnic minority inhabitants 
of Sa Pa district, Lao Cai province: their participation 
in and attitudes toward, tourism. Hanoi: IUCN 
Sustainable Tourism Project.   

Rozendaal, F. (1990) Report on surveys in Hoang 
Lien Son, Lai Chau and Nghe Tinh provinces, 
Vietnam. Unpublished report to WWF.   

Sobey, R. T. (1997) [Biodiversity value of Hoang 
Lien mountains and strategies for conservation]. 
London: Society for Environmental Exploration. In 
Vietnamese. 

Sobey, R. T. (1997) Biodiversity value of the 
Hoang Lien Mountains and strategies for conservation. 
London: Society for Environmental Exploration.   

Tordoff, A. W. (1998) [Environmental awareness 
manual]. Hanoi: Frontier-Vietnam Integrated 
Environmental Education Programme. In Vietnamese. 



 
 

Hoang Lien Son-Sa Pa Nature Reserve 
 

 
 
Sourcebook of Existing and Proposed Protected Areas in Vietnam Updated 19/02/01 

Tordoff, A. W. (1998) Environmental awareness 
manual. Hanoi: Frontier-Vietnam Integrated 
Environmental Education Programme.   

Tordoff, A., Swan, S., Grindley, M. and Siurua, H. 
(1999) Hoang Lien Nature Reserve: biodiversity 
survey and conservation evaluation 1997/8. London: 
Society for Environmental Exploration.   

Tordoff, A., Swan, S., Grindley, M. and Siurua, H. 
(1999) [Hoang Lien Nature Reserve: biodiversity 
survey and conservation evaluation 1997-1998]. 
London: Society for Environmental Exploration. In 
Vietnamese. 

Uemura, Y. and Monastyrskii, A. L. (2000) 
Description of two species of the genus Ypthima 
Hubner (Lepidoptera: Satyridae) from north and 
central Vietnam. Trans. Lepid. Soc. Japan 51(2): 150-
156.   

 


