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Empowerment exercise 
Support to National Legal Aid System (NLAA) 
(By :  ANL; KQH, NG) 
 
1. Context analysis of the project 
 
Background: The government of Vietnam is a signatory to a number of international 
conventions of Human Rights, therefore, it has an obligation to fulfil, protect and promote 
these rights in the country. Among them is the right to access to justice.   As the rich and the 
powerful people can themselves afford to right to access to justice, this is not the case for the 
disadvantaged groups such as the poor, ethnic minorities, juvenile, children, women and 
HIV/AIDS infected people.  The project aims at ensuring the right to access to justice to 
these disadvantaged groups.  

 
Stakeholders analysis 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The poor, ethnic minorities, 
juvenile, children, women, 
HIV/AIDS infected 

National Legal Aid 
Agency++ 

Police+++, 
Procuracy+++, 
Court+++, Media+ 

 
 
In term of power relation analysis, there are other stakeholders (which are not 
necessarily  the implementing partner – NLAA and PLACs) have more power 
(represented with +++) over the key partners (NLAA and PLACs) (represented with + 
or ++)  and over the process of protecting rights of access to justice of the 
disadvantaged groups. These include the DOJ, the provincial Police, Procuracy and 
the Court and Ministry of Justice.  This is the development context that our project is 
operating in. 
 
2. Project objectives: 
 
Poverty dimensions:  

• economic 
• social (lack of education, employment, exclusion, legal knowledge on rights) 

 
The project goal is to contribute to ensure equal access to justice for the poor and 
disadvantaged groups, in particular, women, children and ethnic minority people, so that they 
can enforce their legal rights upheld by Vietnamese law and international human rights 
treaties, which Vietnam is member. 
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Objectives:  
• access and improvement of the quality of legal aid services for the poor and 

disadvantaged groups 
• capacity building for NLAA and PLAC’s 
• institutional and legal framework development 

 
The project clearly balances the focus on both right holders and duty bearers. It firstly 
focuses on supporting the rights holders (the disadvantaged groups)  to claim their rights.  As 
a step to this, the project contribute to supporting the capacity development of the duty 
bearers (NLAA and PLACs and other influencing stakeholders – including the police, the 
court and the procuracy) to fulfil their duty toward the rights holders.  
 
The project mainly tries to create ‘claimed’ spaces by assisting claiming and explaining rights 
to the less powerful. However there is a risk that ‘invited’ spaces are becoming dominant due 
to strong hierarchical structures (see strategies  and limitations). 
 
3. Project strategies: 
 
The main  activities considered as elements to empowering the target groups are: 

• mobile clinics (experts explaining law issues in the villages and raising awareness of 
citizens on their rights, including right to access to justice)  

• sending petitions (on behalf of the individual or group) 
• court representative (on behalf of the target group) 
• advertising legal aid services (raising awareness of their rights) 
• giving legal advice on legal issues. 

 
In additions to activities other strategies are employed which aims at empowering the 
disadvantaged groups:  

• In order to bring change the project is addressing both citizens (rights holders) as well 
as authorities (duty bearers).  In addressing rights of citizens (rights holders), 
activities above are conducted by the staff of provincial legal aid centres and lawyer 
collaborators who are not official government staff but paid to under the framework of 
the project.  

• Target groups are specified and included to avoid exclusion of specific groups from 
project processes and benefits. 

• Gender is explicitly addressed  by promoting an active participation of women; 
expanding the functions of the Women’s Legal Aid Office; strengthening the 
cooperation with the Central Women’s Union; conducting sex disaggregated data. 
The NLAA is also running five legal aid offices explicitly for women. Gender checklists 
and analysis of sex disaggregated data are used during the monitoring process. 
Similar methods are as well used for children, ethnic minorities, single elderly people, 
HIV/Aids infected persons and ex-convicts. 
The state of the marginalised groups is well • defined and surveys and feedback are 
used to improve the services of legal aid, The evaluation process allows to monitor 
context changes as well as project outcomes by relying on the surveys and feedback 
data. This allows to improve the legal aid framework continuously3.  

 
However, there are limitations of the project:  

• The justice system is not independent from executive agencies (state). Legal 
aid is part of the executive agencies ( NLAA under MOJ, PLACs under DOJs). 
The main partner the NLAA has many different functions and is mainly an actor in 

                                                 
3 The quality of the monitoring work is some how limited in practice!. 
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thematic and process fields. They keep contact with government agencies and 
donors; prepare the yearly plan of operation and budget to work with donors; guide 
and provide technical support to legal aid organisations in deploying project activities; 
conduct regular monitoring, take responsibility before donors for managing project 
budget at the central level; take responsibility to ensure transparency and 
objectiveness in the implementation of the project through audits and evaluations; 
ensure and create favourable conditions for exchanging information and experience 
among the NLAA, PLACs and legal aid offices relating to technical issues and 
specific needs of target groups. The job description of the partner have been 
developed by donors and NLAA in related to the project. In addition, they have other 
job description within the government system. 

• Legal aid clubs structure can be barriers to protect the right of citizens as 
club’s boards are local government’s representatives – tendency to 
disseminate and interpret the laws to protect interest of the state rather than of 
citizen. The participation in political decision making is quite limited, since the legal 
aid club is a politically composed group with members often following different 
interests (e.g. high ranking governmental staff). -> ‘closed’ spaces. 

 
4. Role of SDC 
 
The members of the donor group4 are a source of expertise and are partners in dialogue on 
legal aid issues. SDC is monitoring the project and steering project strategically with other 
donors. SDC is mainly carrying a facilitator role. 
 
5. Opportunities to improve “empowerment”: 
 

• In the next phase, looking for support other legal aid provider more 
independent from state system  (for example, VLA) in parallel with NLAA 
and the national system => more legal aid cases involved conflict of 
interests with state can be worked out  at a lesser degree of hesitance . 

• Support NLAA to develop a quality control system to ensure quality of the 
cases, of legal advices, of petition, etc  is a guidance to the work of legal 
aid operation. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
4 The project is currently jointly funded by SDC, Sweden Sida, Oxfam Novib and the Save Children 
Sweden.  
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