Ethnic Identity Definition (Tran thi Lanh 1989-1999-2009)
SPERI bases its concept of ‘ethnic identity’ on its theory of Biological Human Ecology. The Biological Human Ecology (BHE) is a dynamic and indigenously grown theory based on the worship of nature and the ideological values of indigenous people. Central to this theory is the idea that biological characteristics of ecosystems play an enormous role in forming the cultural and social relationships of many indigenous minority communities. The dynamic and complex natures of these ecological systems constitute a nurturing medium upon which minority communities form their core values and create lasting and sustainable societies. The philosophy sees a community’s beliefs and values toward nature as determining factors for institutional practices and daily behaviours of community members. BHE is explained with the metaphor of cell biology: the nucleus determines the cell structures and functions. 
Diagram of Biological Human Ecology -  Trần thị Lành 1989 -  1999 – 2009
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The Central Biomass of the Ecosystem and the Core Values of the Human System interact harmoniously according to the instinctive nature that Mother Nature gives to both. 

BHE functions as a theoretical guiding framework for working with indigenous communities to alleviate structural poverty and conduct community development based in local belief systems and with respect for traditional community structure. It also attempts to understand and record traditional practices of land-use and natural resources management. 

Biological Human Ecology metaphors human communities as structured like a biological cell, with a nucleus, cytoplasm and membrane. The ‘nucleus’ of the human community is its ‘core values’ – the people’ belief system. These core values are seen as nurturing the community’s institutions and customary law (‘cytoplasm’) which in turn acts as a bridge between the peoples’ core values and their daily behaviour (‘membrane’). 
Ethnic identity is seen as dependent on the unity between these three structural elements: the ethnic community’s core values, their beliefs about ancestors and the worship of nature spirits, guide community members’ interactions with the natural environment and with each other, and are institutionalized as customary laws. In turn, customary laws guide behaviour in everyday life between people, between clans, and between people and nature. These three structural elements are dependent upon the 5 rights of Livelihood Sovereignty. Core values are like the roots of a tree; customary law is the trunk; and everyday behaviour is the branches, leaves and fruit. And just as different trees grow in different soils, so do different ethnic identities emerge from different landscapes. Hence a community’s ethnic identity can be preserved only if it retains a close connection to its originating landscape. Ethnic identity is therefore closely connected to land. Without land a community will lose its identity, as happens when its members are removed from the land and forced to become wage earners in the city. The 5 rights of Livelihood Sovereignty are necessary for a community to retain its identity. The first right: The right to land, forest and water, clean air and natural landscape is basic; the second right: The right to maintain one’s own religion is essential if a community is to maintain its core values is unique; the third right: The right to live according to one’s own way of life and values of happiness and wellbeing within one’s own natural environment is necessary if a community is to be able to daily practice its core values is practice; the fourth right: The right to operate according to one’s own knowledge and decide what to plant, initiate, create and invent on one’s own land provides the community with the ability to create itself anew to adjust to changing circumstance while retaining its essential uniqueness is holistic; and the fifth right: The right to co-manage or co-govern natural resources with neighboring communities and local authorities  allows the community to integrate with other ethnic identities and other social systems without giving up its own identity in the process is strategic.  

The outcome of the relationship between ethnic identity and livelihood sovereignty is ‘livelihood identity’ – a holistic system of social identity which reflects an interaction between humans and nature in which a community maintains its own characteristics socially, culturally, ecologically and economically as a basis for their wellbeing and happiness.
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