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Abstract 
Academic studies are clear about the impacts of climate change in Vietnam. This paper 
attempts to act as a non-exhaustive summary of the main policies and actors in Vietnam that 
are currently involved in addressing its effects. First, it looks at the current policy documents 
that outline the government’s stance and action regarding climate change. Second, it considers 
the different challenges and opportunities that public, private and foreign actors operating in 
this field are currently confronted with. 
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Introduction 
The Price of Inaction 
The academic literature is clear about the impacts of climate change in Vietnam.  Over 

the past 50 years, the average temperature in Vietnam has increased by 0.5-0.7°C above pre-
industrial levels and sea levels have risen by 20 cm.1 The 2019 Climate Risk Index by German 
watch describes Vietnam as the sixth most affected country by natural disasters and extreme 
climate events,2 which will only be exacerbated by the ongoing effects of climate change. More 
extreme weather at both ends will likely amplify existing impacts on human health, livelihoods, 
and ecosystems, especially in the case of poorer communities and outdoor laborers.3 

Clark et al. identifies Vietnam as a country in which 50 million people will be affected 
by rising sea levels, assuming a scenario in which no adaptation or protection measures are 
implemented.4 Aside from directly displacing certain populations, higher sea levels will also 
affect the means by which many others make their living. Considering that coastal lowlands 
and deltas such as the Mekong River make up the country’s breadbasket and help to 
consistently position Vietnam as one of the world’s largest rice exporters, rising sea levels not 
only constitute a threat to agriculture and economic growth but also Vietnam’s ability to feed 
its own population. Certain studies estimate that climate change will reduce national income 
by up to 3.5% as early as 2050.5 

In this urgent context, what is currently being done? This paper attempts to act as a 
non-exhaustive summary of the main policies and actors that are currently involved in 
addressing the effects of climate change in Vietnam. 

Existing Policy Commitments in the Public Sector 
The Vietnamese public sector, at least at the policy making level, seems clearly aware 

of the urgent threat of climate change - an awareness reflected through multiple existing policy 
commitments. As major guiding policy documents, the Socio-Economic Development Strategy 
2011-2020 and Socio-Economic Development Plan 2016-2020 both recognize the need for 
development orientations to go hand in hand with measures that will play a role in actively and 
effectively dealing with climate change.6 The 2017 National Action Plan for the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) highlights the importance of integrating climate change measures 
into the development policies and strategies of different fields such as poverty eradication 
(target 1.4), agricultural production (target 2.4) or urban planning (targets 6.3 and 11.9).7 

 
1 Government of Vietnam. Decision 2139/QĐ-TTg National Strategy on Climate Change. 
2 Germanwatch. Climate Risk Index 2019. 
3 The World Bank Group and Asian Development Bank. “Climate risk country profile: Vietnam”. 
4 Clark, P.U. et al. “Consequences of twenty-first-century policy for multi-millennial climate and sea-level change.” 
5 Arndt, C., Finn Tarp and James Thurlow, J. “The economic costs of climate change: A multi-sector impact 
assessment for Vietnam”. 
6 Government of Vietnam. Resolution No. 142/2016/QH13 Five-year Socio-economic Development Plan from 
2016-2020. 
7 Government of Vietnam. Decision 633/QD-TTg National Action Plan for the implementation of the 2030 
Sustainable Development Agenda. 
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Other relevant policy documents in recent years include: the first National Strategy on 
Climate Change (2011);8 the National Green Growth Strategy for 2011-2020 with a vision to 
2050 (2011) which outlines increased investments in green technologies and natural capital 
as necessary to address climate change and ensure sustainable economic development;9 the 
Law on Natural Disaster Prevention and Control (2013) which establishes a clear link between 
climate change adaptation and natural disaster prevention;10 the Law on Environmental 
Protection (2014, revised in 2015) which includes a whole chapter regulating the response to 
climate change;11 and the Intended Nationally Determined Contribution of Vietnam (2016) 
established under the framework of the 2015 Paris Agreement.12 

Insufficient Action and Untapped Potential 
Despite these existing policy commitments, not enough is being done to translate them 

into practice. Vietnam’s Voluntary National Review on the implementation of the SDGs 
recognizes that despite the formalization of SDG 13, “Take urgent action to combat climate 
change and its impacts,” into legal documents, its integration process remains inconsistent 
amid a lack of guidelines on how to move forward. The development of these policies has not 
been based on gender analyses that could identify and present specific solutions for women 
and other vulnerable groups. Furthermore, there is a lack of capacity building activities that 
would help government officials develop the organizational and management capacities that 
they need to efficiently implement solutions. Expenditures allocated by the central government 
to climate change related activities is recognized as insufficient, meeting only 71% of total 
capital needs and preventing the fulfilment of some targets. Other challenges include but are 
not limited to insufficient investments into data gathering and other monitoring systems, and a 
lack of cooperation between different levels of government and geographical administrative 
regions.13 

At the international level, experts believe that Vietnam still has the potential to 
strengthen its Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) pledges made under the 2015 Paris 
Agreement.14 Using models that assess the economic trade-offs required for a country to reach 
a specific reduction of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, Carbonari et al. recently argued that 
initiatives to reduce emissions in the agriculture, forestry, and land use sectors in Vietnam are 
profitable, good for the environment, and can potentially increase farmer incomes. The studied 
mitigation measures even cost less than proceeding with business-as-usual considering that 
they often introduce practices which increase current productivity and reduce inputs like 

 
8 Government of Vietnam. Decision 2139/QĐ-TTg National Strategy on Climate Change. 
9 Government of Vietnam. Decision 1393/QĐ-TTg National Green Growth Strategy. 
10 Government of Vietnam. Law 33/2013/QH13 Law on Natural Disaster Prevention and Control. 
11 Government of Vietnam. Law 55/2014/QH13 Law on Environmental Protection. 
12 Government of Vietnam. Intended Nationally Determined Contribution of Vietnam. 
13 Government of Vietnam. Voluntary National Review on the implementation of the Sustainable Development 
Goals. 
14 Carbonari, D.E. et al., “Reviewing Vietnam's Nationally Determined Contribution: A New Perspective Using the 
Marginal Cost of Abatement”. 
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fertilizer and water. Taken together, they represent an untapped potential for Vietnam to 
substantially decrease its GHG emissions while increasing agricultural productivity and 
benefiting coastal and forest ecosystems.15 

Furthermore, a recent discussion paper released by the United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP) in Vietnam continued to make the case that clean, green investment decisions 
made today will have significant long-term benefits both in terms of GHG reductions as well 
as economic growth. Believing that quality economic growth with ambitious and economically 
attractive climate change actions in Vietnam is possible, the paper examines the ways in which 
Vietnam can improve its renewable energy penetration for better energy efficiency and 
independence.16 

Bringing in International Expertise and Best Practices 
Various international actors are assisting Vietnam in its fight against climate change, 

including international organizations, foreign development agencies, and international NGOs. 
The UN One Strategic Plan 2017-2021 represents the programmatic and operational 
framework through which all UN agencies and organizations operating in Vietnam set out their 
objectives in support of national development priorities. Focus Area 2, “Ensuring climate 
resilience and environmental sustainability,” outlines the manner in which UN agencies will 
assist Vietnam in effectively responding to climate change and natural disasters while 
sustainably managing its natural resources and environment. Both in terms of low-carbon, 
climate and disaster resilient development (Outcome 2.1) and in terms of sustainable 
management of natural resources and the environment (Outcome 2.2), areas of intervention 
include: building institutional capacity, strengthening provincial cooperation and coordination 
between ministries; promoting technology transfer, introducing new monitoring tools and 
innovative data management practices; supporting fiscal reform to increase access to and 
mobilization of domestic and international climate finance (public and private); promoting 
general public awareness. Budget-wise, the indicative UN resources allocated to Focus Area 2 
is more than 114 million USD over the 2017-2021 period.17 This generally corresponds with 
the current UN in Vietnam strategy of positioning itself as a technical advisor rather than as a 
financial donor in a context of ever-decreasing official development assistance (ODA) grants. 

Aside from this overarching One UN plan, the government of Vietnam has also signed 
Memorandums of Understanding with specific agencies such as UNDP18 or UNESCO,19 each 

 
15 International Center for Tropical Agriculture. “Vietnam can reduce emissions, save $2.3 billion by 2030 in ag, 
forestry and land use”. 
16 United Nations Development Programme. Long-term Greenhouse Gas Emission Mitigation Opportunities and 
Drivers in Vietnam. 
17 United Nations. One Strategic Plan 2017-2021 between the Government of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam 
and the United Nations in Vietnam. 
18 United Nations Development Programme. “Talking points by Caitlin Wiesen, Country Director at the Signing the 
MOU with MOH”. 
19 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. “On his visit to UNESCO, Vietnam’s Prime 
Minister pledges reinforced cooperation with the Organization”. 
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of them containing specific sections dedicated to climate change. The most recent ONE UN 
Results Report (2018) presents preliminary results achieved by up until now by UN agencies 
in Vietnam for Focus Area 2, Outcomes 2.1 and 2.2. These include, but are not limited to, 
supporting Vietnam through policy advice, technical assistance, project intervention, or 
monitoring and reporting.20 Considering that much of the work done in Vietnam revolves 
around promoting institutional reforms, strengthening capacity building, raising general 
awareness, etc., it is difficult to judge at this point whether these activities have had a significant 
impact on Vietnam’s capacity to engage in climate change adaptation and mitigation. 

Foreign development agencies are also playing a key role on the ground. The German 
Corporation for International Cooperation (GIZ) has funded projects to support the outcomes of 
the Paris Agreement in Vietnam. Core goals include advising national Ministries on ways to 
integrate environmental protection strategies into their portfolios, developing measures to 
reduce GHG emissions in cooperation with other stakeholders, and implementing specific 
projects to demonstrate potential for scalability.21 The United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) has supported an integrated mitigation, adaptation, and disaster risk 
reduction approach by funding programs that promote private investment for large-scale 
renewable energy, that reduce the degradation of forests and agricultural landscapes, or that 
promote biodiversity conservation and environmentally friendly land use.22 Other actors at 
different levels include the local offices of agencies such as Irish Aid or Agence Française de 
Développement, financial institutions such as the World Bank or Asian Development Bank, and 
NGOs such as Oxfam. As previously mentioned, the very nature of these kinds of interventions 
and of the issue of climate change in general makes it difficult to evaluate the real impact of the 
projects until they are viewed from a long-term perspective. 

Examining the Potential Role of the Private Sector 
Two concepts outlining the potential role of the private sector in the successful 

implementation of SDG 13 are increasingly gaining ground in Vietnam: that of green growth 
and corporate social responsibility (CSR). 

The commonly accepted OECD definition considers green growth as “fostering 
economic growth and development while ensuring that natural assets continue to provide the 
resources and environmental services on which our well-being relies.”23 The concept is not 
without its critics in the scientific community. Some doubt that economic growth can really be 
decoupled from socio environmental damages and natural resources exploitation while others 
believe the concept suffers from the weaknesses of cost-benefit approaches. Finally, there is 
also an argument about the restricted scope of this concept, which excludes essential social 

 
20 United Nations. 2018 One UN Results Report. 
21 Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit. “Support for the implementation of the Paris 
Agreement in Viet Nam”. 
22 United States Agency for International Development. “Climate change - Vietnam”. 
23 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. “Towards Green Growth”. 
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components such as social justice or poverty eradication.24 However, the emphasis that the 
concept puts on growth makes it an attractive starting point for a developing country. The 
aforementioned National Green Growth Strategy for 2011-2020 with a vision to 2050 (2011) 
serves as the legal framework that regulates this process. An environmental tax levied on, 
among other things, coal, petrol and certain chemicals, has brought in revenues of around 2.1 
billion USD in 2018. As the use of natural resources is becoming more expensive, investments 
in green and more efficient technologies is also becoming more attractive.25 

Considering that the government’s budget provides limited capacity for public 
expenditure on green growth, channeling the investments of the private sector will be crucial 
for its financing. Pham Hoang Mai, director general of the Department of Science, Education, 
Natural Resources and Environment under the Ministry of Planning and Investment (MPI) 
believes that only 30% of green growth funding can come from the government through ODA 
sources. The rest of the necessary 70% will need to come from the private sector. Officials at 
the MPI also believe in the vital role of commercial banks and credit institutions in mobilizing 
and lending funds to green projects.26 As of 2018, 26 banks in the country are already issuing 
green loans which facilitate investment in areas such as energy efficiency, renewable energy 
and organic agriculture.27 Along the same line, the recent Sustainable Finance Forum organized 
in Ho Chi Minh City by the Vietnam Banks Association (VNBA) focused on green growth 
strategies and Vietnam’s progress in attracting climate finance. According to a recent 
assessment by the International Finance Corporation (IFC), the climate-related business 
investment potential in Vietnam could reach an estimated 753 billion USD by 2030, with the 
majority of that meeting the country’s needs for low-carbon transportation infrastructure. Other 
important potential investments lie in renewable energy (especially solar power and 
hydropower projects) and green infrastructure.28 

Another relevant concept is that of CSR, generally understood as a management 
concept through which companies integrate social and environmental concerns in their 
business operations and interactions with their stakeholders.29 In Vietnam, CSR has been 
introduced in a top-down approach by western governments, multinational companies (MNC), 
and international organizations since 2002.30 Since then, many domestic companies have been 
found to mimic, promote and expand CSR in their policies to gain competitive advantages in 
return for access to the global market.31 Nguyen, Bensemann, and Kelly have proposed three 
factors associated with the external social context that may shape or predict the type or scope 

 
24 Meessen, Jerome, Claude Croizer and Paul Verle. “The Vietnam Green Growth Strategy: A review of specificities, 
indicators and research perspectives”. 
25 Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit. “Sustainable economy: green growth in Viet Nam”. 
26 Nguyen, Trang. “Private sector crucial in financing green growth”. 
27 Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit. “Sustainable economy: green growth in Viet Nam”. 
28 Vietnam News. “Private-sector 'green finance' needed for sustainable development”.  
29 United Nations Industrial Development Organization. “What is CSR?”. 
30 See Hamm 2012 in Nguyen, Minh, Jo Bensemann and Stephen Kelly. “Corporate social responsibility (CSR) in 
Vietnam: a conceptual framework”. 
31 See Lee 2016 and Newman et al. 2018 in Ibid. 
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of CSR in Vietnam: tradition, governance, and modernity. First, they argue that traditional 
cultural values and norms have helped make public generosity and collective action common 
in Vietnamese society. Second, they outline the effects of political ideology and governance on 
state-owned enterprises (SOE), which in turn invest in socially responsible projects as a means 
to maintain the regime’s legitimacy while also sustaining economic growth. Third, they present 
the important influence of modernity in the form of internationalism, global environmentalism, 
and market liberalization.32 Taken together, these three factors show much potential for the 
development of CSR in Vietnam. 

Theoretical frameworks aside, the reality of CSR on the ground is more nuanced. There 
is at the time of writing a lack of academic literature on environment-specific CSR initiatives in 
Vietnam. Despite the potential of the private sector to act as a source for climate finance, 
general information about ongoing projects in Vietnam exists only sparingly. There is a lack of 
evidence pointing to concrete initiatives that go beyond simply reinforcing company branding 
and reputation. Some have even criticized these first attempts in Vietnam as spontaneous and 
symbolic efforts to mask and mitigate the noncompliance of companies with fundamental 
principles and basic tenets of CSR.33 Even if the concept gains more ground in the future, there 
are risks to relying too heavily on private funding by self-interested companies in order to reach 
climate goals.  

Conclusion: The Way Forward 
 We have drawn up a non-exhaustive summary of the main policies and actors involved 
in addressing the effects of climate change in Vietnam. According to the government’s 
Voluntary National Review from 2018, “Climate change is also creating opportunities for 
development, yet it is not easy to take advantage of (them).”34 Certain perspectives are worth 
mentioning when considering the way forward.  
 The public sector has already made multiple policy commitments concerning climate 
change and the environment, but implementation on the ground is still limited. Vietnam should 
continue its capacity building efforts at the individual, institutional, and systemic levels. At the 
individual level, programs to raise awareness and disseminate best practices around climate 
change should try to aim beyond the usually already receptive young, urban and internationally 
oriented demographics to target wider ones such as rural or especially at-risk groups. At the 
institutional level, more efforts should be made to develop the scale and accuracy of data 
collection systems at different levels of government for monitoring progress indicators. At the 
systemic level, climate change policy should continue to be mainstreamed into other legal 
frameworks. In these endeavors, Vietnam will surely continue to benefit from the expertise and 

 
32 Ibid. 
33 See Anner 2012 and Bilowol & Doan 2015 in Ibid. 
34 Government of Vietnam. Voluntary National Review on the implementation of the Sustainable Development 
Goals. 
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best practices brought in cooperation with international organizations, despite the decreasing 
trend of their funding. 
 The private sector’s role in addressing climate change will only continue to grow. 
Considering that the Vietnamese societal context is particularly favorable for the development 
of CSR, green/climate CSR should be built into a norm in order to leverage the important yet 
untapped potential of private sector climate finance. Furthermore, the government should 
incentivize private sector investments in clean energy and climate adaptation technologies 
while continuing to promote innovative development paradigms. Considering its focus on 
growth, the concept of “green growth” represents a flawed yet more easily acceptable starting 
point in a developing country compared to other alternative development paradigms.  
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