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In Community-Driven Regulation Dara O’Rourke proposes a new policy model for pollution control, based on

detailed case studies from rapidly industrializing Vietnam. He shows that environmental problems can be solved

when affected community groups mobilize to pressure both state and industry and argues that this strategy, which

he terms “community-driven regulation,” used successfully in Vietnam, can achieve similar success in other countries.

Vietnam’s recent entry into the world economy has brought many benefits to its population—more jobs, higher

income levels, more plentiful goods and services. But this rapid industry growth has also brought predictable envi-

ronmental problems. Areas near industrial plants experience declining crop yields and polluted groundwater;

residents downwind from factories suffer respiratory ailments. Vietnam thus serves as a model for nations dealing

with environmental problems during the transition to an industrialized economy and global integration. 

O’Rourke offers six detailed case studies, based on his own fieldwork in Vietnam, that show how strategies

adopted by local communities achieved positive results despite a strong state bias toward development and the

absence of existing advocacy groups, a free press, or politically vulnerable elected officials. The firms studied are

both state-run and multinational; they include a Taiwanese textile factory, a state-owned fertilizer plant, and a

Korean factory producing shoes for Nike. The communities affected range from traditional villages to urban

neighborhoods. O’Rourke’s policy model of community-state synergy challenges traditional notions of state-

centric environmental regulation and questions the growing literature that identifies market mechanisms as the

best way to solve environmental problems in developing countries.

Dara O’Rourke is Assistant Professor in the Department of Environmental Science, Policy,

and Management at the University of California–Berkeley.

“This book develops an innovative perspective on industrial environmental regulation, 

convincingly illustrated with strong empirical evidence. Like no one before him, O’Rourke

succeeds in providing detailed insight into the often obscure processes of environmental policy-

making in Vietnam and the key role communities play in moving this industrializing tiger

economy toward sustainability.” —Arthur P. J. Mol, Professor and Chair of Environmental

Policy and Sociology, Wageningen University, The Netherlands

“Dara O’Rourke brings a critically important new dimension to the discourse on sustainability: human agency

expressed through community-driven environmental regulation. He offers a rich, detailed account of the

Vietnamese people’s struggle to sustain their communities against global industry. This book gives hope that 

continuing political renovation and the rise of civil society in Vietnam can more effectively meet the challenges of

environmental management through community-state synergies.” —C. Michael Douglass, Director, Globalization

Research Center and Professor of Urban and Regional Planning, University of Hawaii
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Stooped over, knee-deep in the rich soils and delta waters of Vietnam—
from which farmers have been coaxing rice for over a thousand years—
Nguyen Thi Hoa has an unlikely front-row seat for one of the fastest
processes of industrial development in the world. From the rapidly shrink-
ing rice paddies around Bien Hoa city, Ms. Nguyen and her neighbors have
watched as Vietnam has opened up to the global economy, and foreign
multinational corporations such as Nike, Fujitsu, and Sanyo have estab-
lished factories in Dong Nai province. She has marveled at the growth of
large state-owned enterprises throughout the province, including a pulp
and paper mill a stone’s throw from her home. And she has watched as
markets and even minimarts have sprung up around town, selling products
never before seen in Vietnam. Rationing is now a remnant of the past as
people can afford meat, televisions, and even motorcycles—indicators
more telling for Ms. Nguyen than GDP growth rates or foreign exchange
earnings. 

But Ms. Nguyen and others have also seen the adverse impacts this devel-
opment is bringing to Vietnam. They have watched small farms and worker
cooperatives—the centerpieces of the Communist economic model—be
bought out or shut down and replaced by private agribusiness firms. They
suffer declining yields from their fruit trees, their animals become sick
from drinking now-polluted groundwater, and children and older people
suffer respiratory ailments and headaches when the wind carries dirty air
from nearby factories. 

Throughout my research in Vietnam, villagers and urbanites, farmers
and factory workers, retirees and college students, told mixed stories of
the impacts of development in Vietnam—a development process they
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generally supported. People welcomed Vietnam’s entry into the global
economy with the modernization of infrastructure, institutions, and in-
dustry that has emerged. Yet, they were simultaneously concerned about
damage to local environments, workers’ health, Vietnamese society, and
about who was really benefiting and who was paying the costs of this de-
velopment. Rural villagers wondered out loud whether they had won
battles against imperialism and capitalism in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s,
only now to lose a bloodless war against a new global force. 

And everywhere I traveled in Vietnam, I was asked whether there was
not a better way—a way for Vietnam to develop, modernize, and indus-
trialize, without abandoning its commitment to rural farmers, to social eq-
uity, to workers’ and women’s rights, and to protecting the environment.
Often the question posed was whether Vietnam could learn from the
United States or Europe or other newly industrialized countries for strate-
gies to avoid the negative impacts of industrial development. But there are
no easy answers or models to apply to Vietnam. Industrialization in the
United States, Europe, Japan, Korea, and Taiwan involved increased pol-
lution, depleted natural resources, and exploited workers. 

But these questions and concerns of Vietnamese farmers, workers, and
urbanites, and efforts in Vietnam to balance recent development with en-
vironmental protections and social equity, stuck with me, and in many
ways motivated this study. Working in Vietnam also helped me to see that
foreign models and theories are often not the answer, as there is much to
learn from looking inward at processes already underway in Vietnam. 

This challenge of balancing development and the environment obvi-
ously has wide relevance beyond Vietnam. Virtually every country in the
world struggles with the question of how to promote industry, create jobs,
and modernize, while minimizing or preventing adverse impacts to work-
ers, communities, and the environment. The experience of Vietnam offers
a particularly interesting lens through which to examine these questions
and challenges. Vietnam was largely excluded from the global economy
until the early 1990s. However, in just the last ten years, Vietnam has
emerged as one of the new “Tiger” economies of Asia, experiencing phe-
nomenal economic growth. With the lifting of the U.S. trade embargo in
1994 and the entry of the World Bank, Asian Development Bank, Inter-
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national Monetary Fund, and a flood of bilateral donors, aid agencies, and
trade agreements, Vietnam has very rapidly joined the global economy. 

Vietnam thus presents an excellent case study for examining how a coun-
try makes the transition to industrial development and global economic
integration, while facing the challenges and opportunities of protecting
workers and the environment. Vietnam offers an almost quintessential case
for analyzing trade-offs between development and the environment, and
for analyzing policy options and strategies for minimizing adverse impacts
of industrial development. 

Vietnam also provides a window on the effectiveness of a range of state
policies for environmental protection. As is clear from examples around
the world, environmental regulations often fail to achieve their stated
goals, particularly during periods of rapid industrial development. Exist-
ing theories, however, fail to adequately explain the underlying social and
political processes that lead to failures of environmental regulation, and
more importantly, to explain mechanisms and processes that can motivate
state and civil society actors to effectively control or prevent degrading de-
velopment. With the rapid growth of domestic and foreign aid programs,
Vietnam provides examples of efforts to strengthen state agency capacities
and policies, and to employ market mechanisms to better balance devel-
opment and the environment. 

Many of the crucial dynamics, however, occur under the radar of these
sweeping perspectives. To understand the tensions around development
and the environment in Vietnam, one must understand the worlds of com-
mon citizens such as Ms. Nguyen, who struggled, collectively, to demand
environmental and workplace protections. One of the surprises of this re-
search was that pollution was regulated effectively at any time. In situa-
tions where both the existing literature and common sense would expect
failure—where there were weak government capacities, clear incentives to
promote industry over the environment, and firms more powerful than
communities—I found successful cases of regulation. In a variety of con-
texts and types of firms, environmental regulations were implemented
against rather severe odds. These cases drove me to seek to understand the
conditions under which regulation can be effective, and industrial activi-
ties can be balanced with environmental and social concerns.
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This book uses six cases of industrial development and environmental
impacts in Vietnam to advance an admittedly preliminary framework for
thinking about strategies for environmental regulation. This framework,
which I call Community-Driven Regulation (CDR), helps to specify pro-
cesses that influence state and firm responses to pollution problems. In
successful cases of CDR, community actions play a central role in pres-
suring state agencies to improve their monitoring and enforcement of en-
vironmental regulations. Community mobilizations essentially begin a
dialog between impacted stakeholders and the state, leading to debate,
conflict, and sometimes bargaining over developmental and environmen-
tal trade-offs. This pressure and dialog can also actually strengthen state
capacities and commitments for enforcement. 

Examples of CDR display a dynamic of mutually reinforcing interac-
tions—sometimes collaborative, sometimes confrontational—between
organized communities and state environmental agencies, pointing to the
potential for “state–society synergy” and the coproduction of regulation.
Through this process, Vietnam is essentially evolving a system of regula-
tion driven by mobilized communities and their complaints, to which
provincial government agencies are increasingly responsive. Nonetheless,
to date, these dynamics have remained informal and have not been codi-
fied in new laws or regulatory processes. Research results thus also can be
used to argue that future policies can strengthen both state and commu-
nity roles in environmental protection and build on existing dynamics to
promote more ecologically sound development. 

Research

Research in Vietnam sometimes seems to require, above all else, the abil-
ity to sit for many hours sipping green tea and listening. As conversations
expand from small talk, to gently brushing the edges of a topic, to directly
engaging in a controversial question, the tea leaves expand as they are re-
heated over and over with water from a ubiquitous red thermos, sucking
the last bits of flavor out of each leaf. It is almost as if during the process
of the water losing its heat, and the tea gaining in bitterness, community
members finally give in to the pleas of an outsider attempting to under-
stand some aspects of Vietnam. 
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It was on an afternoon of drinking green tea, and later a jet black herbal
health drink, that I began to get a sense of the scale of adverse impacts of
Vietnam’s transition process on local communities, workers, and the envi-
ronment. On that day, community members complained of air pollution
that had been blowing into their houses from a nearby factory and caus-
ing a range of health problems. With a little bit of trust and a lot of tea,
people began to detail their concerns about the environmental and health
impacts of recent development.

Through a targeted sampling process I interviewed the actors involved in
specific cases of pollution controversies in Vietnam. I interviewed commu-
nity members about their perspectives on local industry and pollution
impacts in their neighborhoods, their opinions on the effectiveness of gov-
ernment regulation, and what actions they had taken themselves regarding
these issues. I interviewed factory managers to understand their perspec-
tives on the environmental impacts of their activities, potentials for pol-
lution reductions, internal opportunities and constraints on production
changes to reduce pollution, and their relations with state agencies and the
community. And I interviewed the government inspectors responsible for
regulating these factories, and the government officials responsible for
promoting economic development in these provinces. Throughout the case
studies, I also engaged and interviewed nonstate actors such as nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs), reporters, and international advisors and
consultants.

This book seeks to piece together and examine these different perspec-
tives and interactions between state agencies, firms, and communities
around cases of industrial pollution. Through a comparative analysis of
national policies and local dynamics, the book analyzes processes through
which community members, state actors, and ultimately factory managers
take actions to reduce pollution. Six detailed case studies—including state-
owned chemical plants, a Nike shoe factory, a Taiwanese textile plant, and
a state-owned pulp and paper mill—are comparatively assessed through-
out the book.

The research for this book involved thirteen trips to Vietnam between
1994 and 2000, twelve months of fieldwork, over 180 interviews, and site
visits to thirty factories and their surrounding communities. The research in-
cluded both macrolevel analysis of state actions and policies, and microlevel
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research inside the six factories and communities. Along with the field-
work, I conducted analysis of media reports related to the six cases as well
as to developmental and environmental issues more broadly related to
Vietnam. I reviewed a wide range of government documents on pollution
incidents, regulatory actions, inspections, fines, Environmental Impact As-
sessments (EIAs), and public complaints. And I was given unparalleled ac-
cess to government reports through two United Nations projects and a
World Bank project with which I was affiliated during the course of the re-
search. The U.N. projects allowed me to conduct research inside provincial-
level environmental agencies in Dong Nai and Phu Tho provinces. I also
interviewed a wide range of national government environmental officials
and international agency staff.

My research strategy however, was not to aspire to the impossible image
of an unbiased anthropologist peering out from a tent and silently observ-
ing the undisturbed functioning of Vietnamese society. To some degree, I
became a part of the cases I analyzed. My questions and interactions no
doubt influenced the people I interviewed. As I tried to minimize my in-
fluence on informants, throughout the research I also tried to stay aware
of the influences and shadows I cast as I entered into peoples’ lives.
Nonetheless, some of my most important learning came from interacting
with different stakeholders, engaging their positions and perspectives, and
seeing how they responded. 

The Nike case is the clearest example of this interaction as my research
impacted both the firm and a range of nongovernmental actors pressuring
the firm. In seeking to understand what motivates a firm to change, I was
fortunate enough to participate directly in dialogs between Nike, Tae
Kwang Vina—its Korean contractor in Vietnam, workers in the plant,
NGOs in Vietnam and the United States, and the media. This direct par-
ticipation helped me to understand the processes and dynamics at play in
the controversy around this specific factory, and provided a window on
larger debates about globalization and global firms such as Nike. To lesser
degrees in the other cases, I engaged the institutions and actors involved
and my understanding subsequently deepened.
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1.1 Introduction

Countries seeking to advance “sustainable development,” and even those
interested simply in sustaining their development, face challenges that are
both daunting and sometimes contradictory: how to both promote eco-
nomic development and protect the environment upon which development
depends. This challenge can hardly be overstated. Many developed and de-
veloping countries alike have tried and failed to strike a balance between
growth and the environment. Grand theories and pragmatic policies have
failed to provide clear signposts for a path to sustainable development.
And countries that have ignored environmental and social concerns in
their quests for growth, development, and jobs, have often ended up pay-
ing later in mounting pollution, worsening health impacts, and increasing
costs of environmental protection.

A range of theories do, of course, exist for balancing development and
the environment, and more specifically for controlling environmental deg-
radation. Government policies, market mechanisms, and civil society ac-
tors have all been held up as central to striking this balance. However,
more questions than answers remain in actually advancing sustainable de-
velopment.

For instance, government regulation can and does play a role in con-
trolling the worst forms of environmental degradation. But as is now clear,
regulation of economic activities requires state capacity and commitments
that are all too rare in developing countries. Market mechanisms also hold
promise to motivate more environmentally sound actions. However, few
developing countries have the institutional conditions necessary to advance
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market-based strategies for environmental protection. And public partici-
pation certainly appears to be an engine for demanding environmental and
health protections during development; however, few countries have ef-
fective processes for public participation in environmental disputes. When
we look around the world, few governments offer guides to sustainability.

Is there then little hope for balancing environmental protections during
the drive for economic development? Are developing countries doomed to
repeat the mistakes of industrialized countries—polluting their environ-
ments and depleting their natural resources as they industrialize? Are the
world’s poorest countries trapped in this trade-off, forced to accept degra-
dation of their environments and increased burdens on human health in
the pursuit of economic development?

The difficulties of effectively regulating industry during development are
certainly significant. However, evidence shows that there are mechanisms
that can support governments in their efforts to enforce environmental
standards. Regulation can work, even against the difficult odds faced by
developing country governments. Real-world cases provide hope for pro-
moting more balanced and more sustainable development.

This book examines the challenges of balancing development and the
environment, and identifies processes that hold potential for supporting
the “coproduction” of regulation, with communities and state agencies
working together to balance economic and environmental goals. Govern-
ment policies, market dynamics, and civil society participation are all crit-
ical for advancing this balance. In this model, effective regulation involves
a combination of bottom-up pressures—essentially the energies and ac-
tions of average community members—and the responses of front-line en-
vironmental agencies. Community actions stand at the heart of a process
that can drive state environmental agencies to take actions to pressure
firms to reduce pollution. I call this dynamic “Community-Driven Regu-
lation (CDR).” These interactions between the state, communities, and
firms are critical to the implementation of environmental regulations. Un-
derstanding the conditions under which communities drive these processes
and state authorities and firms respond is the central inquiry of this book.

To explain these dynamics, I draw from evidence gathered through six
years of research in Vietnam. The dynamics of Vietnam are relevant to the
many countries experiencing similar struggles and challenges of promot-
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ing economic development (and global economic integration) while trying
to protect local cultures and environments. Vietnam presents a difficult
case for examining these challenges. The country has experienced a mas-
sive inflow of foreign investors, is among the fastest industrializing coun-
tries in the world, and at the same time, has weak state regulatory agencies.
It also experiences problems with corruption in state enforcement, and
continues to support highly polluting state-owned enterprises. And yet
even under these constraints we find cases of effective regulation and cases
that suggest the potential for balancing development and the environment.

Consider for example the case of a Taiwanese textile factory, the Dona
Bochang Textiles company, operating in Vietnam and selling its products
around the world. A towel hanging behind the manager’s desk bearing a
human-sized likeness of Mickey Mouse explains in a single image the fac-
tory’s aspiring role in the global economy. Just beyond Mickey, through the
manager’s window is a factory full of young Vietnamese women (recently
migrated from rural farms), working in one of several hubs of this grow-
ing Taiwanese multinational supply chain, producing cross-branded goods
to the rest of the Asia.

The Dona Bochang factory and the industrial system it represents appear
not only to be on the cutting edge of global production, but also an almost
completely unregulatable element of that system. The firm is a profitable
company with connections to large brand names, but without a reputation
of its own that can be publicly damaged. No activist or consumer cam-
paigner in the world has ever heard of Dona Bochang, or could even find
this factory in the complex of the global production system. The company
has set up operations in partnership with local government officials. The
Communist Party (CP) of Dong Nai Province actually owns 12.5 percent of
the factory. There are no local nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) to
put pressure on the firm. And to top it all, the local regulatory agency—
which is both young and weak—answers to the very same Party officials
who own a portion of the factory. How could any government agency, let
alone a weak one, regulate a multinational corporation such as this as it
plays off government agencies, and even pits countries against one another?

The Dona Bochang textiles plant appears to be one more example of
globalization gone unchecked. The factory in Vietnam is one link in a long
and mobile supply chain, a link that could be shut down and moved to
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China, or Bangladesh, or Guatemala, literally, tomorrow. This factory,
which has been operating since the early 1990s, represents the new face of
Vietnamese export-oriented industrialization. The factory serves as an ex-
port platform, spinning, weaving, knitting, dyeing, and printing imported
cotton and polyester fibers into low-value products such as towels for ex-
port to developing countries around the region. Part of a wave of Tai-
wanese, Korean, and Japanese factories at the forefront of the recent boom
in foreign manufacturing in Vietnam, factories such as Dona Bochang
produce labor-intensive products such as textiles, garments, shoes, and
food. These industries have grown at a phenomenal rate, making Vietnam
the second fastest growing economy in the world during the 1990s.

Local government officials in Dong Nai (which is the province adjacent
to Ho Chi Minh City), have been extremely successful in attracting foreign
investment. The province’s economy grew by over 30 percent per year dur-
ing the mid-1990s, providing jobs, tax revenue, and often direct profits to
local government officials. And while Dona Bochang clearly produces
benefits for some people, the factory also produces serious air and water
pollution, and adversely impacts workers’ and community health. The
dyes used to make Mickey’s ears black also turn the local river black (or
green, or red, or whatever color dye the factory uses that day). Local
groundwater is now too polluted to drink. Air pollution from the factory’s
boilers regularly coat the surrounding community in a layer of soot.

Despite these problems, for more than six years, local government offi-
cials had done little to regulate the factory. From the outside, this case
would seem to confirm the worst fears of critics of globalization: local
governments have few incentives and even less power to enforce environ-
mental or labor laws that might impinge upon the factory’s profits. In inter-
views, several government officials made clear that they fear firms such as
Dona Bochang will move on to other, cheaper countries, if Vietnam regu-
lates them too strictly, or if workers’ wages rise too fast. Vietnam, they
fear, is already pushing these limits with its $40 per month minimum wage
and stricter regulatory controls than other governments in the region.

Community members, however, are less resigned to unregulated indus-
trial activity and pollution. Through letters, meetings, and even protests,
community members have repeatedly asked why the plant was allowed to
operate in a residential area. The plant is surrounded on two sides by small,
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tightly packed houses, on the third by the local Catholic church, and on
the fourth by an important commercial road, with more houses across the
street. Community members on one side of the plant complained that the
factory was built with no wastewater treatment system (something that
would be illegal for a textile plant in Taiwan, the United States, and most
other industrialized countries), and that their wells are now contaminated
with toxic wastewater. On the other side of the factory, community mem-
bers complained about air pollution from the plant, toxic releases in the
middle of the night (when no one can see what is being emitted), and the
health impacts on their children and older family members.

Few people express surprise at a story of a developing country failing to
regulate pollution during its drive to industrialize and connect to the
global economy. It is almost taken for granted that governments will pass
environmental laws and then fail to enforce them, choosing to postpone
environmental protection in the interests of economic development. If this
were the conclusion to this case, it would only provide further evidence of
the failures of environmental regulation in developing countries and of the
inability of local governments to regulate global firms. Fortunately, there
is more to the story.

After years of no action, and with clear incentives against enforcement,
it has come as a surprise and a relief to the communities around Dona
Bochang that the local authorities are now responding to the pollution
problems at this factory. In late 1998, after years of community com-
plaints, the environmental agency in Dong Nai required the Taiwanese
textile plant to install air pollution control technologies and to change its
production practices to prevent pollution. As I explain in detail in the com-
ing chapters, this process involved many starts and stops. Regulating the
factory was certainly not easy. But it was—at least with regard to the air
pollution issue—ultimately successful. A weak environmental agency ef-
fectively negotiated with a powerful and well-connected multinational
firm to make changes that cost the firm money.

What explains a successful case such as Dona Bochang under these con-
ditions? Or the case of a Nike factory—perhaps the archetypical example
of a global corporation and its footloose suppliers—that has been required
through a combination of international pressures and local regulation 
to significantly improve workplace environmental conditions in Vietnam
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over the last several years? Or a small, city-owned chemical factory that
was relocated against the wishes of local power-brokers after a successful
campaign by affected community members?

These cases would be easier to explain if the Vietnamese government
was now systematically enforcing environmental regulations throughout
the country. But unfortunately, it is not. Like the governments of most de-
veloping countries, the Vietnamese government still focuses strongly on
promoting industrial development and job growth. In fact, facing new
pressures amidst a continent-wide economic crisis, the Vietnamese gov-
ernment has redoubled its efforts to protect state-owned enterprises and
promote foreign multinational investments. At the same time, environ-
mental agencies remain understaffed and politically weak.1 There are no
widespread social movements for environmental protection, local NGOs
are not truly independent from the government, and there are few market
incentives for firms to clean up their production. Many factories continue
to operate with little regard for their environmental impacts.

How can successful regulation of industries such as Dona Bochang sug-
gest strategies to advance environmental protection during development?
Both successes and the many more common failures of regulation in Viet-
nam offer useful evidence to analyze when and under what conditions state
agencies can enforce environmental laws, particularly under the mounting
pressures of globalization. By looking in detail at cases of successful and
failed regulation, this research seeks to assess both the potentials for, and
obstacles to, regulation of industrial pollution during development. Much
of course, is known about the failures of environmental regulation in de-
veloping countries; many things can and do go wrong in efforts to protect
the environment during development. Cataloguing failures of environ-
mental regulation and examples of governments emasculated by global
forces does not, however, tell the full story of regulation around the world.
The interesting puzzle motivating this book is that, despite a context that
creates strong incentives against regulation and few levers favoring en-
forcement, cases exist in which state agencies regulate pollution.

This book focuses on this one aspect of environmental protection—the
regulation of industrial pollution from manufacturing facilities—in one
country. By regulation, I refer throughout to broad social governance of
the environmental impacts of industry through state, firm, and civil soci-
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ety actions. Through detailed case studies of successes and failures, we can
see when, how, and under what conditions government agencies do and do
not regulate. The cases include a range of firms (from a small locally owned
chemical factory to a massive Korean factory producing millions of Nike
shoes each year), the communities that struggle to survive alongside them,
and the government officials in each locale responsible (and struggling
themselves) for balancing jobs, development, and the environment.

Vietnam provides an interesting and vexing case through which to ex-
amine these issues. Its varying state institutions, wide range of industrial
actors, and complicated history of community participation present a
window on a number of important theories and debates regarding de-
velopment and the environment. Because it has experienced such rapid
economic development over the last ten years, and has been a literal battle-
ground for development theories over the last half century, Vietnam also
brings us face-to-face with pressing debates about globalization, offering
a rich context for examining theories of state, market, and community
participation in environmental regulation during rapid development.

1.2 Theories of Balancing Development and the Environment

Several broad theories and frameworks are offered to explain environ-
mental regulation during development and to provide strategies for ad-
vancing more sustainable development. One major area of research
focuses on the role of the state in regulating economic activities through
the development of environmental standards and enforcement mecha-
nisms, and points us to the need for building strong environmental agen-
cies with strict sanctioning powers. Another focuses more on market
dynamics that can motivate firms to internalize pollution costs and make
investments in eco-efficient processes. This framework lends itself to
strategies for employing pricing mechanisms to motivate less polluting
actions. A third framework stresses the role of public participation in dis-
ciplining government agencies and firms.

After thirty years of varied international experiences, however, there is
still extensive debate over what processes and dynamics most effectively
influence decisions that can control (or prevent) pollution. Questions con-
tinue to be raised, for instance, about the effectiveness and efficiency of
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“command-and-control” (CAC) regulations, and about the equity impli-
cations of market-based strategies (Portney 1990, Dwivedi and Vajpeyi
1995, Gottlieb 1995, Desai 1998, Andrews 1999, NAPA 2000). These de-
bates center on straightforward arguments about achieving pollution re-
ductions at the lowest costs (Cairncross 1992, Opschoor and Turner 1994),
to deeper concerns about the constraints and contradictions of policies
that try to attract industry, create jobs, and increase tax revenues, while
also regulating industry and limiting environmental impacts (O’Connor et
al. 1994). Still others have argued that environmental problems are now
so complex and changing so fast that traditional state-centric, command-
and-control strategies cannot effectively monitor and implement appro-
priate regulations (Sabel, Fung, and Karkkainen 1999, Rondinelli 2000).
These analyses suggest problems in the design of current policies, and bar-
riers to effective implementation and enforcement of regulations (Gibson
and Halter 1994).

Although existing theories on policy making (Sabatier 1999) can tell us
quite a bit about the processes through which environmental policies are
advanced, they do not satisfactorily explain why environmental regula-
tions are (and are not) implemented effectively on the ground. Reviewing
volumes of postmortems of failed environmental policies around the world
and the much rarer success stories provides no clearer picture of exactly
when and how state environmental agencies effectively intervene to pro-
tect the environment, and what processes influence regulatory breakdown.

This book focuses on the challenge of effective regulation, and in par-
ticular on the social and political processes that motivate state, firm, and
civil society responses to environment–development problems. It builds on
existing theories that focus on individual actors and dynamics—state de-
cision makers, the internal workings of the firm, dynamics within social
movements—taking particular interest in the critical dynamics that occur
in the interstices between actors and across institutional divides.

1.2.1 State Capacity
Environmental theory and policy has historically been state-centric, fo-
cused on government programs to protect public goods such as air, water,
land resources, and scenic beauty through direct interventions in economic
activities. Pollution has been considered an unwanted by-product of legit-
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imate activities, and thus the state’s role has been to step in to mitigate
damage that one set of actors imposes on others, or upon the commons
(Weale 1992). States have responded by establishing environmental stan-
dards, detailed rules for compliance, and enforcement agencies (Portney
1990, Fiorino 1995). In most countries, standards and environmental
agencies are divided along environmental media, with enforcement oper-
ating at multiple levels. As Andrews (1992: 2) argues, this has resulted in
“a heterogeneous patchwork of diverse statutes, purposes, instruments,
agencies, and levels of government.”

In a traditional command-and-control regulatory system, the state
needs to know what causes the pollution, what levels of emissions are safe,
and how to monitor and regulate polluters to these safe levels. Because
pollution is a complex phenomenon, however, state agencies have had dif-
ficulty gathering and processing the information they need to effectively
enforce pollution laws. In an increasingly complex world in which produc-
tion practices and industrial organizations change continuously, environ-
mental regulators are often unable to keep pace with industrial practices
to regulate effectively. Changes in the nature of environmental risks and
social responses have led the state to both overregulate and underregulate,
focusing too much attention on some issues and not enough on others.

Environmental agencies in developing countries seldom have the tech-
nical capability or the political power to enforce compliance with the full
range of environmental laws they are assigned to monitor. Low pay and a
lack of resources can lead to corruption in the public sector in which fines
become a means to supplement incomes rather than reduce pollution. Per-
vasive corruption not only impedes environmental protection, but also
leads the public to lose confidence in the legal system and in the credibil-
ity of regulatory agencies, further undermining the rule of law.

A focus on the state as the critical actor leads policy analysts and donor
agencies to conclude, quite logically, that what is needed to advance
environmental protection is the development of cohesive environmental
regulatory agencies with clear policies, sufficient funding, and trained
staff, that are insulated from capture by industry and well coordinated
with other state agencies. This vision of a sort of “Green Weberian” bu-
reaucracy is common in the reports of policy consultants and environ-
mental donors to developing countries such as Vietnam.2 Building the
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capacity of state environmental agencies does, of course, have benefits.
Inspectors are better trained, labs are better equipped, and staff members
are better compensated (at least during externally funded programs). But
building this capacity is extremely difficult, time consuming, and expen-
sive. And the question remains whether building agency capacity alone
can lead to regulatory success.

Research in Vietnam would indicate that it is not simply a capacity is-
sue that explains relative enforcement of environmental regulations. The
strongest local environmental agency I studied, which received the most
external support and had the largest staff, was far from the most active or
effective in environmental enforcement. The agency that stood up to Dona
Bochang textiles had very few resources, almost no trained staff, and lim-
ited political power. Although it is clear that capacity and coherence are
important factors in environmental regulation and enforcement, analysis
of environmental agencies across countries indicates that capacity alone
does not explain variations in environmental enforcement. And as Lester
(1995) argues, funding and agency capacity are ultimately the outcomes
of deeper social and political processes. The state and in particular local
environmental agencies, even when they have training and equipment, are
rarely autonomous or powerful enough to implement tough regulations on
industry. Put simply, it is not just capacity, but incentives within the state
which are critical.

1.2.2 Internal State Conflicts over Environmental Regulation
The preponderance of evidence on regulation in developing countries
points to an extremely poor track record for environmental enforcement
(Dwivedi and Vajpeyi 1995, Taylor 1995, Desai 1998). A number of com-
mentators have used this evidence to argue that this phenomenon is not
just an issue of resources or state capacity. Rather, driven by underlying in-
centives, states will almost never strictly regulate industrial firms and, even
when the state does regulate, it is with significant constraints. Because the
state is interested ultimately in the promotion of industry, the accumula-
tion of capital, and taxing these activities (Schnaiberg 1994, Gould,
Schnaiberg, and Weinberg 1996), state power and even survival is tied to
the promotion and protection of industrial production. The state’s inter-
est in promoting industrial activities severely limits its ability to enforce
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environmental and other regulations that might decrease the profitability
of these activities.

Within this framework, policies to promote industry conflict directly
with environmental policies. Subsidies to industry, for instance, drive pat-
terns of inefficient resource use and increased pollution that overwhelm
antipollution laws. Tax incentives to attract certain industries (such as oil
and gas, or chemical production) can create new forms and levels of pol-
lution that environmental agencies are not prepared to regulate. Weak en-
vironmental enforcement may actually attract industries fleeing stricter
regulations elsewhere. The state may also own and operate production fa-
cilities that cause pollution.

Given these conflicts with environmental protection, why do states ever
regulate pollution? James O’Connor (1988, 1994, 1998) argues that states
are motivated to regulate environmental problems essentially only when
the material and social conditions necessary for further capital accumula-
tion are threatened by pollution or resource depletion. In this analysis, the
state’s main function is the protection of the “conditions of production,”
and the state intercedes and regulates when these conditions are threat-
ened. Lester (1995) proposes a similar “severity” argument, in which only
the most severe pollution problems motivate state regulation.

This argument however, is both too sweeping and too functionalist to
explain variations in regulation on the ground. Why for instance, do some
state agencies enforce regulations and others not? And why do some firms
comply with regulations, while others flaunt them? Processes outside the
state certainly influence environmental performance as well.

1.2.3 Market Mechanisms
Over the last twenty years, many analysts have focused on market dy-
namics to explain variations in environmental performance and regula-
tion. Environmental economists have advocated processes to “internalize
externalities” to incorporate the full environmental and social costs of
production. This framework focuses both on external market pressures
and internal firm responses. Economic theory assumes that firms will re-
spond to external stimuli such as government requirements and market
signals, and that firms will take actions to maximize profits within these
conditions.
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For example, government agencies can motivate firms to reduce pollu-
tion or increase resource use efficiencies through policies to “get the prices
right.” This involves either eliminating subsidies for natural resource use,
energy use, and waste disposal, or creating systems of taxes or fees on
“environmental bads.” A wide range of policies have been implemented in
advanced industrialized countries to motivate firms to internalize environ-
mental costs (Stavins and Whitehead 1992, Opschoor and Turner 1994).
Even in countries such as Vietnam, where markets for traditional goods
have developed only recently, outside advisors and aid agencies have
moved quickly to promote market-based strategies to reduce pollution.

Firms obviously respond differently to market signals regarding the en-
vironment. However, “rational firms” are expected to reduce pollution
whenever it can be demonstrated that changes will be profitable (Prakash
2000). Providing clear market signals and “full-cost accounting” methods
are thus hypothesized to support rational decisions to prevent pollution,
use resources more efficiently, and to take actions to reduce long-term en-
vironmental liabilities. Unfortunately, determining the profitability of en-
vironmental investments is often complicated by difficulties of calculating
benefits that do not directly accrue to increased sales or decreased costs of
production (such as gains in brand reputation or improvements in rela-
tions with regulators). And many environmental goods are “public” in na-
ture, and thus difficult for individual firms to control or to justify investing
to protect.

Market dynamics are thus only a partial explanation for successful pol-
lution reduction in Vietnam. Regulators in Dong Nai province have not yet
implemented pollution taxes, established an emissions trading regime, cre-
ated an environmental labeling scheme for motivating sales of “green
products,” or even eliminated subsidies that had supported inefficient uses
of water and other resources. As I discuss in detail in chapter 4, market-
based mechanisms for environmental protection are still several years
away in Vietnam. The market in basic goods and services is still emerging,
and while firms are increasingly motivated by market signals, formal mar-
ket instruments to reduce pollution or shape resource use are still nascent.
No regulatory agency in Vietnam has yet attempted real market solutions
for pollution problems, suggesting again that other processes are at work
in successful cases in Vietnam.
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1.2.4 Civil Society Pressures for Environmental Regulation
Another critical influence on state regulatory actions and firm decision
making involves civil society pressure. From individual lobbying, to com-
munity demands for broader reforms, to full-blown social movements,
nonstate actors can influence state policies and their implementation.
These pressures can manifest themselves through state-sponsored pro-
cesses of participation, or through more independent public demands and
protests.

States often authorize “public participation.” These processes can as-
sume many forms, including formal public comment procedures on Envi-
ronmental Impact Assessments (EIAs), environmental dispute resolution
proceedings, and formal appeals to decision-making bodies. Canter
(1996) describes different forms of public participation, ranging from to-
ken participation that results in the manipulation of public opinion, to
processes where citizens are truly empowered to influence decisions. All
too often, official forms of public participation are limited to providing
opportunities for the public to comment on development projects through
EIAs or other project review procedures. Even in developed countries this
input is generally solicited so late in a project’s design and development
that it rarely leads to changing practices, or to new forms of regulation.

However, some forms of public participation do influence state regula-
tion. Civil-society actors sometimes circumvent official procedures and
attempt to pressure firms or agencies directly through protests, boycotts,
and informational campaigns (Weale 1992, Fiorino 1995). Chess (2000)
describes several such activities in the United States, including public meet-
ings, media campaigns, citizen advisory boards, and citizen juries. In ad-
vanced industrial countries such as the United States, the question of civil
society influence often boils down to two issues: getting the right partici-
pation, and getting the participation right (Chess 2000). Getting the right
participation involves getting the right balance of stakeholders at the table
for discussions, and assuring that participants are representative of im-
pacted communities. Getting the participation right means assuring that
participants are satisfied with the process, that there are generally agreed
upon positive outcomes, that the responsible agency responds positively to
input, and that the timing of participation is early enough in the contro-
versy to make a difference.
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This populist explanation for regulatory variation unfortunately does
not fit the cases I examined. In countries such as Vietnam, there is seldom
any official public participation in environmental regulatory processes,
and no effort to achieve effective or inclusive forms of participation. Viet-
nam currently does not allow even the most basic forms of participation,
such as public review of EIAs. Instead, in Vietnam, and other countries in
the region, more spontaneous, unofficial forms of public participation are
often responsible for local variations. Struggles to protect local environ-
mental quality by opposing the siting of environmental hazards such
as polluting factories, waste dumps, or incinerators are not uncommon.
These “NIMBY” (“Not In My Back Yard”) battles can evolve into more
sophisticated campaigns to broadly oppose environmental hazards and to
fight for environmental justice (Gottlieb 1993, Szasz 1994, Taylor 1995),
as we have seen in the United States and Europe.

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) have also emerged as power-
ful political and social forces for advancing environmental concerns, as
well as for influencing state and corporate decision making (Princen and
Finger 1994, Lipschutz 1996, Wapner 1996, Keck and Sikkink 1998). In
industrialized countries, environmental NGOs that employ scientists and
lawyers have been particularly effective in leveraging state-authorized
forms of participation and challenging technocratic policies and programs
that previously served to exclude environmental and social concerns. In
Vietnam, however, there are few independent local NGOs or large inter-
national NGOs working on pollution issues. To my knowledge, no law-
suits have been brought against the government for failure to enforce
environmental laws. And there have been no mass action campaigns, con-
sumer boycotts, or national protests regarding the environment.

There is, nonetheless, informal community participation around pollu-
tion issues in Vietnam, although these actions look quite different from
western conceptions of environmental movements. Under certain circum-
stances these pressures can play a role in influencing state and firm actions.
However, little research has been conducted on how informal public par-
ticipation influences the implementation of environmental regulations in a
country such as Vietnam, or how community participation can influence
changes in industrial practices.
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1.2.5 Interactions of Actors and Interests
Each of these frameworks for understanding environmental dynamics has
clear merits. Community pressures can motivate regulation. Market sig-
nals can influence firm decisions. State capacities to command are central
to enforcement. However, none of these frameworks on their own is suf-
ficient to explain effective regulation in Vietnam. Implementation of reg-
ulations in developing countries is simply “messier” than in idealized
government agencies, rational firms, or robust civil societies. In fact, it is
the interactions between these actors that are critical to understanding
how regulation is actually implemented. Contradictions and competing
interests are extremely common in these interactions.

For example, certain agencies and actors within the state have direct
incentives to block or delay the enforcement of pollution laws. At the 
same time, newly established environmental agencies are interested in
building professional capacity and power to enforce environmental laws.
Jurisdictional issues, coordination problems, and conflicts between agen-
cies responsible for regulation and enforcement can often impede effective
regulation.

Firms also have conflicting interests related to the environment. Some
firms may seek to externalize environmental costs, polluting as much as
they can get away with. Other factory managers may be committed to min-
imizing production inefficiencies and waste, but face technical, financial,
or managerial challenges to reducing pollution. Other firms may view
their environmental performance as a competitive advantage (Porter and
van der Linde 1995). As has been documented in industrialized countries
(Hirschorn and Oldenburg 1991, Fischer and Schot 1993, OTA 1994),
many firms are now realizing significant economic gains from pollution
prevention and cleaner production strategies.

Community members may also have varied interests and incentives re-
garding industrial development and pollution. Some community members
make their living working in the factories that are the source of local pol-
lution. Others are directly impacted by pollution, losing crops and experi-
encing illnesses. Still others may actually make their living off of pollution
or working in the informal recycling sector. These divided interests in com-
munities make it exceedingly difficult to form collective responses to pol-
lution problems.

The Challenges of Balancing Development and the Environment 15



Conflicting interests and incentives often lead to situations in which it is
easier to accept the status quo of what I call “degrading development,”
than to advance collective or state strategies for pollution control and pre-
vention. Pollution is simply accepted as a price of development. Counter-
vailing interests and general inertia lead individuals and government
officials to choose inaction over environmental measures.

To be fair, no country in the world—either industrialized or develop-
ing—has adequately resolved the dilemma of promoting industrialization
while protecting the environment. Trade-offs always exist, and economic
development often takes priority. And globalization has created myriad
new pressures against effective local government regulation.

1.3 Local Regulation in the Global Economy

In an increasingly globalized world, all countries, developing and devel-
oped, face external constraints and pressures on their internal economic
and regulatory decisions. As countries reach out to connect to interna-
tional trade and development, they are in turn affected by these new links.
Vietnam is very much interested in connecting to the global economy. Kept
out of capitalist trading regimes for many years, the Vietnamese govern-
ment now pins its hopes for development at least partly on increased trade
with the world’s major economies. The country moved rapidly after the
United States lifted its trade embargo in 1994 to establish trade relations
with a range of countries, to reestablish lending with the World Bank and
International Monetary Fund, and to create the infrastructure necessary
to attract foreign direct investment (such as industrial parks, export pro-
cessing zones, power and telecommunication systems, ports, roads, etc.).
Firms like Dona Bochang and Tae Kwang Vina (a Korean Nike producer)
have flooded into Vietnam over the last several years. Even domestic pro-
ducers are now significantly influenced by the global economy as cheaper
and higher quality imports are forcing formerly protected domestic mar-
kets to open to international competition.

These new connections to the global economy have the potential to both
strengthen and weaken Vietnam’s ability to regulate pollution. Some ana-
lysts predict that countries such as Vietnam will be forced to loosen their
environmental standards in order to compete for mobile capital. Others

16 Chapter 1



argue that Vietnam’s standards may actually be raised by new require-
ments placed on the government by international treaties, and on produc-
ers who seek to sell to international markets.

One set of analysts argues that the decentralization of production across
global supply chains in many ways confounds traditional strategies of en-
vironmental regulation. Outsourcing production to hundreds of produc-
tion sites both overwhelms the capacities of local inspectors and brings
new pressures against enforcement. Even in industrialized countries, where
there are well established regulatory agencies, globalized production sys-
tems make regulation more difficult. Furthermore, because these webs
cross national borders, efforts to raise environmental standards within one
nation may push production to other countries with less stringent stan-
dards. This potential for regulatory flight undermines local regulatory
powers, and ultimately local sovereignty in a globalizing world. A number
of critics of globalization (Korten 1995, Mander and Goldsmith 1996)
have argued that corporations are much more powerful in the current con-
text, weakening state agencies vis-à-vis multinational firms, and leaving
local movements and campaigns frustrated. Ralph Nader and Lori Wal-
lach (1996: 94) argue further that “corporate globalization . . . establishes
supranational limitations on any nation’s legal and practical ability to sub-
ordinate commercial activity to the nation’s goals,” and that international
agreements such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) effectively es-
tablish ceilings on national regulation and “promote downward harmo-
nization of wages, environmental, worker, and health standards” (p. 106).

So are governments completely eviscerated by globalization? Is a “race
to the bottom” destined to undermine environmental and other regula-
tions around the world and particularly in countries such as Vietnam?

An alternative reading of globalization asserts that economic inte-
gration can benefit and strengthen local regulation. This “trading up”
perspective, to use David Vogel’s (1995) term, views global economic in-
tegration as a tide that can raise all regulatory boats (or at least those that
connect into trade regimes). Globalization is not a problem from this per-
spective, but rather a key to raising environmental, labor, and other social
standards. Vogel hypothesizes a “California effect” for environmental reg-
ulations where increased trade actually leads states and nations to raise
their standards—primarily product standards—to meet the demands of
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large markets, such as California. So while states are competing for in-
creasingly mobile capital, Vogel (1999), Stewart (1993), and others argue
that there is no “race to the bottom” on either product or process envi-
ronmental standards. If anything, there is a harmonization upwards for
environmental standards among key trading partners.

These analysts admit that there are countries that are not being lifted by
international trade, countries that they describe as “stuck at the bottom.”
There are also sectors of domestic production and consumption that never
benefit from global standards. Nonetheless, they argue that on the whole,
there is an upward ratcheting of environmental standards due to economic
integration. From this perspective, further integration into international
trade regimes will actually strengthen government efforts to regulate envi-
ronmental problems.

A third set of analysts also sees benefits of an emerging process of
“grassroots globalization” (Karliner 1997). Civil society responses to
globalization—as seen on the streets of Seattle, Washington, DC, Prague,
and Davos—not only represent a backlash against corporate globaliza-
tion, but may also be a harbinger of new conflicts over trade and the envi-
ronment, and new demands from citizens for more regulation of the
environmental and social impacts of freely flowing capital. These trends in
“counterhegemonic globalization” (Evans 2000) may bring other benefits
to communities and the environment around the world, connecting activ-
ists and citizens, and identifying local points of leverage over global pro-
duction.

Vietnam is an excellent country in which to evaluate these different the-
ories of globalization. Have the pressures of joining the global economy
forced Vietnam to loosen its enforcement of environmental and other reg-
ulations? The answer is probably both yes and no. There are definitely
downward pressures on regulation in provinces such as Dong Nai. Foreign
multinational managers have made clear that if regulation becomes too
strong or labor costs rise too fast, they are more than willing to move their
factories elsewhere. But over the last several years, Vietnam has also passed
a range of environmental laws and standards, and has likely benefited from
increased global awareness of environmental issues since the Rio confer-
ence on sustainable development in 1992. The Vietnamese government is
aware of the concepts of sustainable development and global environmen-
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tal protection, understands the environmental problems of neighboring
cities such as Bangkok, Taipei, Seoul, and Jakarta, and is under pressure
from international donors and institutions to establish strategies that learn
from others’ failures.

Once again however, this analysis is too broad to tell us much about the
success or failure of local regulation. We need to look with a finer resolu-
tion lens into Vietnam to see how global dynamics really affect environ-
mental enforcement on the ground, and what kinds of regulations local
governments can enforce without spurring capital flight or facing the
wrath of local constituents.

1.4 The Research Process

This book analyzes how one country is dealing with the challenges of en-
vironmental regulation within a global context, looking seriously from the
top-down (state decision makers), to the bottom-up (impacted communi-
ties), to the outside-in (transnational activists and international organi-
zations). This research shows that processes do exist for promoting
environmental regulation during development, processes that build on
state regulation, market signals, and public participation, even in environ-
ments where these institutions are not well developed.

Vietnam is an excellent context in which to examine the challenges of
balancing development and the environment. The country provides a clear
example of an industrializing nation that is seeking at once to promote
economic development, environmental protection, and social equity. Al-
though the country was kept out of the global system for many years, be-
tween 1990 and 2000 Vietnam moved rapidly to expand international
linkages and thus presents an unparalleled case of rapid development and
environmental change. It also offers a hard test for evaluating strategies of
environmental protection. Successes in Vietnam have occurred where there
are no independent local NGOs, no free press, no vulnerable elected offi-
cials, and there exists weak environmental agencies, an insulated bureau-
cracy, and a strong prodevelopment bias.

Yet the Vietnamese government has embarked on a series of initiatives—
some externally developed and others internally motivated—that seek to
address the challenges of environmental regulation in the current economic
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development context. Although these have often been frustrated or blocked
outright, they have also resulted in some successes. Vietnam is an interest-
ing “natural experiment,” a clear case of a country that is newly joining
the global economy and making some effort to regulate environmental
problems. Vietnam provides a window on both the opportunities and
challenges of regulation in the global economy, and varying outcomes in
attempts to balance development and the environment.

Ineffective implementation of environmental regulations remains the
norm, however, enough successful examples exist under conditions that
would predict failure to indicate the potential of processes to promote
more effective regulation. This research has sought to analyze these pro-
cesses and to understand when and how regulation can be effective. Un-
derstanding and explaining industrial environmental dynamics requires
analysis of multiple issues and actors. The causes of pollution and the mo-
tivations for state, firm, and community responses are causally complex.
This study employs a research method that Michael Burawoy (1995) calls
“reflexive social science.” It requires analyzing government policies and
processes, the environmental performance of specific firms, different pres-
sures on firms to reduce their pollution, and the roles of community mem-
bers and nonstate actors. It seeks to engage social controversies, unpack
situational experiences, and then to build on existing theories through an
analysis of empirical evidence.

The goal of this work is thus to build on and refine existing theories of
balancing development and the environment through the case of Vietnam.
The research examined actual cases of environmental regulation and de-
veloped hypotheses to explain when and how this regulation is effective.
Based on this research, I propose a tentative hypothesis or “model” of ef-
fective regulation, which I call Community-Driven Regulation.

The Community-Driven Regulation (CDR) hypothesis asserts that state
command-and-control regulation and market dynamics are critical, but
not sufficient to explain variations in environmental regulation in Viet-
nam. CDR stresses the interactions between state actions, firm dynamics,
and community demands. The cases I present show that when communi-
ties see, smell, or feel pollution and then mobilize to effectively pressure a
state agency, it is possible to advance environmental regulation that bal-
ances development and the environment. This is not to say that commu-
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nity actions alone determine the effectiveness of regulation. Rather, it is
community pressures that kick in motion a dynamic between agencies,
NGOs, and firms, that ultimately determine the effectiveness of regula-
tion. I stress the role of community participation in this process because it
has been largely overlooked in the literature on environmental protection
in developing countries. There are of course a number of contingent ele-
ments in these processes that require further theorization and study, but
the preponderance of evidence from my research points to this dynamic of
Community-Driven Regulation.

This research is, however, preliminary in a number of regards. The anal-
ysis is focused on a limited range of problems and dynamics in one
country. The analysis—and thus the relevance of Community-Driven Reg-
ulation—is limited to pollution problems that are clearly perceptible and
relatively concentrated. Advancing the CDR hypothesis is meant to further
discussions on environmental politics in developing countries rather than
to conclude them.

1.4.1 Methods
The findings of this research are based largely on a comparative analysis of
six case studies in Vietnam. Each case was centered on a factory and its
pollution—analyzing the communities impacted by the pollution, the
state agencies responsible for promoting and regulating the factory, and
nonstate actors who had a role in influencing the factory’s environmental
performance. Cases were selected from an initial pool of over 120 facto-
ries.3 The six cases chosen for in-depth analysis in this book were selected
to evaluate different explanatory variables, such as: ownership (foreign
versus Vietnamese managers); market dynamics (such as whether the com-
pany competed internationally or domestically); the strength of the local
regulatory agency; the cohesion of the neighboring community; and, types
and levels of pollution impacts (e.g., air versus water pollution). Cases
were drawn from both the north and the south of Vietnam, which have had
historically very different political systems, different forms of community
organizations, and different levels of private ownership of industry.

Case selection was carefully designed to avoid the hazard of “selecting
on the dependent variable.” Cases were not selected to “prove” the CDR
hypothesis. Rather, the initial research design focused on identifying and
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studying different types of firms and state agencies. Two foreign-owned
firms, two centrally controlled state enterprises, and two locally managed
firms were selected. And three different jurisdictions (Dong Nai, Phu Tho,
and Hanoi) were selected to evaluate variations in state action. I was, of
course, aware of and interested in exploring variation in the dependent
variable—effectiveness of regulation. Without some successes and some
failures, it would have been extremely difficult to tease out the factors that
influence either. Table 1.1 summarizes the basic features of the firms in the
case studies.

The background for each of the six case studies included analysis of lo-
cal institutions and politics, relevant Vietnamese history, national devel-
opment programs, and environmental policies. An early stage of the
research also involved a detailed review of relevant laws and institutions,
and an analysis of international economic changes and pressures affecting
industrial development and environmental decision making in Vietnam.
The research was conducted and analyzed within a broader concern for
global connections and pressures.

The research was designed to be explicitly multidisciplinary, combining
technical, policy, and sociological analyses. Waste audits and technical as-
sessments of pollution sources and impacts were conducted. For each case,
I gathered information on environmental trends, company characteristics
and actions, community characteristics and actions, state and local regu-
latory roles, and market dynamics. A comparative institutional approach
was employed to analyze similarities and differences among the cases.

1.5 Central Themes and Dynamics

The encouraging finding of this research is that it is possible to break a
cycle of degrading development, and to begin to work towards balancing
industrial development with environmental protection. The qualification
is that this does not happen very often, and is only successful under spe-
cific circumstances. But when the conditions exist (or can be created) and
community actors mobilize to pressure state environmental agencies to
regulate the environmental impacts of industrial activities, a different form
of development, perhaps even the seeds of sustainable development, ap-
pears to be possible.
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Table 1.1
Overview of Case-Study Firms

Dona Bochang Lam Thao Viet Tri Tan Mai Ba Nhat Tae Kwang

Product Textiles Fertilizer and Chemicals Paper Chemicals Shoes
chemicals

Output per 18 million 570,000 tons 5,000 tons 68,000 tons 3600 tons 6 million pairs
year towels Superphosphate Chlorine gas paper Calcium Nike shoes

180,000 tons 6,000 tons carbonate
Sulfuric Acid NaOH
3000 tons 8000 tons 
insecticide detergent

Employees 900 3000 650 750 200 9,200

Ownership Taiwanese- Ministry of Ministry of Ministry of Hanoi Korean
Vietnamese Industry Industry Industry Department
joint venture of Industry

Pollution Boiler gases Acids Chlorine gas Black liquor Calcium Boiler gases
Soot Sulfur dioxide Sodium hydroxide Boiler gases Carbonate dust Solvents
Dyes Sulfuric acid detergents Fibers, dust Noise Solid waste

Chemical oxygen 
demand

Location Dong Nai Phu Tho Phu Tho Dong Nai Ha Noi Dong Nai 
province province province province province
New urban Rural Semi-urban New urban Urban Industrial estate

Established 1990 1962 1961 1963 1968 1995



Through Community-Driven Regulation, community actions play a
central role in pressuring state environmental agencies to improve moni-
toring and enforcement capabilities, prioritize environmental issues for
regulatory action, directly pressure firms to reduce pollution, and raise
public and elite awareness of environmental issues and the trade-offs be-
tween development and the environment. Examples of Community-
Driven Regulation display a dynamic of mutually reinforcing interactions
between organized communities and state environmental agencies, point-
ing to the potential for “state–society synergy” (Evans 1996) and to a
transition from traditional “command-and-control” regulation to a more
responsive system of “demand-and-control” regulation.

In this process of community demands and government controls, inter-
actions between communities and state agencies are obviously critical.
The process of creating a dynamic of coproduction of regulation (Ostrom
1996), and sequencing interactions between communities, state agencies,
and firms are central to making regulation work in Vietnam. Capacities of
state agencies matter in these processes. But so do community cohesive-
ness and mobilization, linkages to outside actors, and means of interaction
between the state and civil society.

Politics within the state also matter. The state is not monolithic when it
comes to environmental issues. The relative power of one agency over an-
other can influence whether regulation succeeds or fails. Community pres-
sures and other outside forces can serve to tip the balance in these internal
political battles. The presence and sequencing of pressures is also critical
as some pressures have more powerful triggering effects than others, with
some leading to effective regulation against existing forces.

In the Dona Bochang case and several others described, it was not
simply an improved capacity of the state agencies, or a change in a market
signal, or even a successful public campaign, but rather the interaction be-
tween communities and the state that finally tipped the balance towards
enforcement. Through a long and complicated process, a certain synergy
was achieved between the local state agency and the communities that mo-
tivated environmental regulation. This complex dynamic is at the heart of
what is analyzed in the following chapters. It involves conflict, coopera-
tion, and sometimes coproduction of environmental protection. It can be
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derailed at many turns, but it can also, under certain conditions, achieve
the goal of promoting more ecologically sustainable development.

The process of Community-Driven Regulation can also support and
strengthen state institutions for environmental protection. For example,
the community members around Dona Bochang have not only successfully
pressured the firm and the government to reduce the air pollution from the
factory, they have also played an important role in strengthening the local
government agency’s ability to regulate industry more broadly. Commu-
nity demands and pressures have forced the local government to improve
its capacity to monitor and enforce environmental laws. In another case I
discuss in detail, community activists in the United States who have been
pressuring Nike and its global production network are in different but sim-
ilarly important ways influencing firm performance and government ac-
tions in Vietnam. Both sets of actors work to chart a course that more
effectively balances industrial development with environmental and social
concerns.

The actions of community members in Vietnam, and communities of
concerned citizens in other countries, are by no means always successful.
In fact, many community attempts at environmental protection fail.
Nonetheless, my research identifies a pattern of success that deserves fur-
ther examination. Much can be learned from existing processes—both
successes and failures of regulation.

The empirical evidence presented in the coming chapters directly en-
gages a number of debates about environmental regulation and the chal-
lenges of promoting “sustainable” industrial development. Much of the
existing literature ignores the underlying social and political processes that
lead to failures of environmental regulation, and that can motivate state
and civil society actions to effectively control or prevent degrading devel-
opment. By examining interactions between state agencies, firms, and
communities involving specific cases of industrial pollution in Vietnam,
this book presents an empirically grounded analysis of the politics of envi-
ronmental regulation and of balancing development and the environment.

The Community-Driven Regulation model builds on traditional under-
standings of state environmental regulation. It shows how community
participation is critical to motivating the state to act, and how public
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participation can actually strengthen weak environmental agencies. The
cases also show how market dynamics, and motivations for firms to take
environmental actions, are often undergirded by thick institutional and
political processes.

This research also directly addresses pressing policy questions. The
cases in Vietnam speak to challenges of minimizing adverse impacts of in-
dustrialization, and to questions about mechanisms for promoting pollu-
tion prevention during development. The study looks beyond traditional
regulatory strategies to analyze innovations from different sectors and to
learn from successful processes where they exist.

In many countries, policy analysts fall back on the easy answer of try-
ing to build institutions similar to those that exist in the industrialized
world, for instance, creating U.S.-style Environmental Protection Agencies
in developing countries. Unfortunately, international efforts to strengthen
environmental regulation in countries such as Vietnam often fail to ana-
lyze and address the underlying motivations for, and impediments to,
environmental enforcement. Most international aid remains focused on
passing more and better environmental laws and building the capacity of
state environmental agencies in order to strengthen “command-and-
control” institutions, without understanding the political and economic
dynamics driving decision making on the ground. Similarly, many inter-
national projects and aid programs promote market-based instruments as
a cure-all for past failures of environmental regulation without under-
standing the politics underneath market processes in these countries.
These forms of international assistance are often doomed to frustration or
failure.

The case studies presented in this book offer examples of successful
regulation in an extremely challenging context. Understanding how these
work, and then building on them, seems a more promising strategy for
future regulation in Vietnam (and other countries) than attempting to
import models from abroad. Processes such as Community-Driven Regu-
lation have the potential to be even more effective if they are supported by
intentional policies that foster the underlying mechanisms of community
participation and state responsiveness. My hope is that by laying out
how Community-Driven Regulation is currently working in Vietnam and
examining its key actors, interactions, and dynamics, this book will add
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to debates about advancing more ecologically sound and socially just
development.

1.6 Roadmap for the Book

The goals of this book are ambitious: to describe in detail the specific pro-
cesses at work in community, state, and firm responses to pollution issues
in Vietnam and to build on existing theories and hypotheses about how
these dynamics can serve to reduce pollution during industrial develop-
ment. I do not attempt to statistically prove causality in these processes,
but rather explore the complex dynamics around industrial pollution
problems in enough detail to draw some conclusions about how things
work on the ground and what factors appear to be critical to successful
pollution reduction.

Rather than structuring the book around the six case studies, which
might seem logical, I have chosen instead to organize the argument around
the key actors involved in the processes. My goal is to examine in detail the
key institutions at work in existing conflicts over industrial development
and pollution, and to examine the conditions and contexts necessary for
successful environmental regulation. The focus on actors facilitates an
analysis of institutional processes—uncovering underlying motivations
and incentives for action, and conflicts within and among different actors.
This framework also helps elucidate the processes by which state agencies
and firms can be motivated to take action on pollution issues, and the role
that community members and other actors play in promoting more eco-
logically sustainable industrial development.

Chapter 2 provides an introduction to the critical challenges of balanc-
ing economic development and environmental protection in Vietnam. The
chapter discusses the extremely rapid economic changes underway in Viet-
nam—establishing the country as the next “Tiger” economy of Asia—the
mounting environmental problems the country faces, and existing regula-
tory responses. The chapter concludes with a brief discussion of success-
ful examples of environmental regulation within the very challenging
Vietnamese context.

Chapter 3, “Cohesion, Connections, and Community Actions,” dis-
cusses the critical roles community members play in Community-Driven
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Regulation. The chapter discusses theories of social mobilization, under-
standings of community in Vietnam, and the origins and effectiveness of
community mobilization around pollution incidents. The chapter draws
conclusions about the social, cultural, and historical bases of effective
community action. Issues of internal community cohesion and external
linkages emerge as central to the success of the cases.

Chapter 4, “Plans, Profits, and Pollution Decisions” takes us inside the
firms to examine the decision-making processes that ultimately determine
whether pollution is reduced or not. The chapter discusses a range of char-
acteristics and responses of firms and some conclusions are drawn about
which types of firms are most susceptible to community and state pres-
sures, and how communities and regulators can be most effective in moti-
vating firm decisions.

Chapter 5, “Motivating a Conflicted Environmental State,” presents an
analysis of the roles and responses of state agencies. This chapter begins
with a discussion of theories of state environmental enforcement and then
analyzes actual conditions inside frontline environmental agencies to
understand their motivations and constraints for regulatory action. The
analysis ranges from discussions of broad state legitimacy, to agency re-
sponsiveness to community pressures, to basic capacity issues that may
hinder or support regulation.

Chapter 6, “Information, Accountability, and Direct Pressure Politics,”
discusses the impacts of extralocal, nonstate actors in each case. The chap-
ter focuses in some detail on the case of Tae Kwang Vina, a Korean sub-
contractor for the Nike shoe company, and the dynamic and evolving roles
played by transnational advocacy networks spanning from Vietnam to the
United States and back. The chapter also discusses the important role the
media plays in amplifying the complaints and demands of community
members.

Chapter 7 explicates the Community-Driven Regulation model in more
general terms, and includes the roles and characteristics of key actors. The
goal of the chapter is to present an hypothesis to explain the general
processes operating across the cases. Community-Driven Regulation is
presented as an exploratory framework for explaining (and possibly ad-
vancing) more effective environmental regulation.
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Finally, chapter 8, “Regulation against the Odds” concludes with re-
flections on how Community-Driven Regulation currently functions in
Vietnam and what potential exists to further the underlying mechanisms
of CDR. The chapter explores the theoretical implications of Community-
Driven Regulation and discusses policies and programs that might im-
prove existing processes. The chapter then discusses a range of policy
options, some of which are already working in other countries, that might
advance environmental protection by strengthening both state and com-
munity actions. It places the Vietnamese case in comparative perspective
through a discussion of similar policy dynamics and experiments under-
way in countries such as Indonesia, China, and the United States, and
concludes by reviewing strategies to build on the dynamics of Community-
Driven Regulation to create greater synergy between state, firm, and civil
society actors for environmental protection.
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America is coming to see Vietnam . . . as a country, not a war.

President Bill Clinton, November 17, 2000.

As one of the fastest developing economies in the world and slated as “Asia’s
next Tiger economy” (Mydans 1996), Vietnam is a critical case for evalu-
ating the challenges of balancing development and the environment. In its
transition to a market economy and opening to global trade, the Viet-
namese government is assuming new roles in promoting economic develop-
ment, and at the same time, new strategies for protecting the environment
and workers. Promotion of industry is being balanced (often precariously)
with the regulation of foreign multinationals, the establishment of new laws
and institutions, and continued state control over most areas of politics.

Vietnam offers a sort of “natural experiment” through which to analyze
development changes and environmental impacts, and to compare theory
to practice. Because the country was kept out of the global economy for so
many years—due to wars and the United States trade embargo—it was 
not until the early 1990s that Vietnam began to take off economically. In
a relatively short period, essentially from 1989 to 2000, Vietnam has ex-
perienced unparalleled development (based largely on a massive inflow of
foreign investment), and environmental change. Vietnam’s current devel-
opment strategy—focusing on labor-intensive export industries and natu-
ral resource extraction—and limited regulatory capacity, would certainly
lead to predictions of lax environmental enforcement, the acceptance of a
“grow now, clean later” attitude, and a low level of public awareness and
action around environmental issues.

2
Development and the Environment in
Vietnam



Vietnam’s rapid growth makes it a potentially archetypal example of de-
grading development. Economic growth remains paramount. The country
continues to depend on cheap labor to attract foreign investment. Viet-
nam’s minimum wage of $35 to $45 per month (depending on the prov-
ince), competes with nations such as Indonesia, Bangladesh, and China.
The government continues to promote the exploitation of natural re-
sources and the development of polluting industries to jump-start the
economy. At the same time, government agencies responsible for environ-
mental protection are understaffed and politically weak. And government
corruption, in its many forms of abuse of public roles and resources for
private benefit, remains severe. Vietnam was ranked the fifteenth most cor-
rupt government in the world in 2001 by Transparency International, trail-
ing only Indonesia and Bangladesh in Asia.

Vietnam is, of course, not alone in this predicament. Many developing
countries are similarly seeking to rapidly industrialize while also struggling
to protect their environments and human health. Countries as diverse as
China, Mexico, and Brazil all face similar challenges and trade-offs.

Vietnam, however, is an interesting case partly because of the strong
pressures the government faces for balancing industrialization with social
and environmental concerns. The country has a long tradition of bottom-
up pressures that interact in complex ways with the top-down character of
the government. In both economic and environmental spheres, community
action has played a driving role in state policies and programs. Because of
this historical legacy and current politics, the government does not have
the luxury to ignore environmental issues.

From the outside, Vietnam may appear to represent a unique category
of nations. It is one of the few remaining communist states in the world.
However, as I describe, one decade after a major renovation process called
Doi Moi1 was initiated, Vietnam is now in many ways more like Thailand
or China, than Russia or Hungary. Vietnam is clearly a “transition” econ-
omy. But it is also a developing country, like many others around the world,
seeking to make the transition from agriculture to industry to global trade.
Experiences on the ground in Vietnam thus have relevance to a wide range
of developing nations.

Vietnam is also similar to other developing countries in that one would
not expect successful community or state responses to environmental
problems. Neither academic or media observers would expect communi-
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ties in Vietnam to have power, or the state to have capacity and interest to
regulate industry. Nonetheless, the state does have some capacity and com-
munities do have some potential to precipitate action.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide some context on Vietnam, and
more specifically on the struggles between economic development and en-
vironmental protection currently at play. Vietnam is in some respects a
“success story” of development, and an emerging “horror story” of envi-
ronmental problems. This chapter provides background on these trends
and recent government responses for better protecting the environment
during development. Understanding this contested terrain, and how regu-
lation can sometimes work within this context, provides insights into the
potential for more effective environmental regulation both in Vietnam and
in countries with greater endowments of state capacity or social capital.

2.1 The Vietnamese Context

Just to provide the most basic context: Vietnam is poised on the edge of
Southeast Asia, with China to the north, and Laos, Cambodia, and Thai-
land to the west. As the map in Figure 2.1 shows, Vietnam is endowed with
a coastline that stretches over 1,500 kilometers. The country is approxi-
mately 330,000 square kilometers in size, or about three-fourths as large
as California. However, recent estimates put Vietnam’s population at just
over 80 million people (2.5 times that of California), making it the thir-
teenth most populous country in the world.

While population growth has slowed considerably—from 3.1 percent
per year in the 1970s to 1.8 percent in 1997—the working age population
continues to expand. An estimated 1 million adults are added to the work-
force each year (EIU 2000a). Creating jobs for these people is a top prior-
ity for the government. Although the official urban unemployment rate
was 7 percent in 1998, an additional 15 percent of the population is esti-
mated to be underemployed (EIU 1998).

Vietnam’s annual per capita GDP is estimated to be around $300 (EIU
2000a), which is more than double the GDP recorded in 1993. However,
income disparities between urban and rural areas are growing. Annual per
capita income in urban areas was estimated to be approximately $650,
with Ho Chi Minh City—the richest city in the country—reaching per
capita GDP of $1,365 in 2000 (DPI 2002). Per capita GDP in rural areas
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however, remains only around $180. And a large percentage of the popu-
lation earns its income in the informal sector.

2.2 Economic Development in Vietnam

As recently as the early 1990s, Vietnam was one of the poorest countries
in the world. This is changing; however, despite the fact that the populace
remains overwhelmingly rural, with over 75 percent of the population liv-
ing in rural areas. Much of this rural population is concentrated in two rice
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growing areas: the Red River Delta (in the north) and the Mekong Delta
(in the south). A postwar population explosion has made these areas, and
Vietnam overall, one of the most densely populated “rural” countries in
the world, as figure 2.2 highlights.

Vietnam’s economy has experienced several major transitions over the
last fifty years. In a number of regards, Vietnam has been a literal battle-
ground for development theory. From the French to the Russians to the
Chinese to the Americans, and more recently to institutions such as the
World Bank, Asian Development Bank (ADB), and International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF), Vietnam has been “assisted” by competing theories and
programs of development.

The most recent round of development changes began at the conclusion
of the American war and the reunification of the country in 1975, when
the government of the Democratic Republic of North Vietnam extended
its economic model to the south. This involved the imposition of central
planning, collective agriculture, land reforms, state-ownership of industry,
and controlled trade with the Soviet bloc—the COMECON countries.
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This economic model was almost immediately problematic. During the
1980s agricultural productivity declined, price and wage disparities cre-
ated widespread discontent among the citizenry, inflation surpassed 300
percent, industrial output failed to meet targets, and the country defaulted
on IMF loans (World Bank 1993). External pressures on Vietnam’s econ-
omy were mounting as well. Major changes in economic policies in the
Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, and China during the 1980s included new
pressures for Vietnam to be more productive and competitive. These
changes however, also opened up ideological room for changes in Marxist–
Leninist economic theory in Vietnam (Ljunggren 1993). Changes in So-
viet aid programs, and in particular pressure to more effectively use Soviet
finances and technology, also forced the Vietnamese government to re-
think the structure of its economic system. The growing trade imbalance
with the COMECON was a further impetus for the government to focus
attention on export-oriented manufacturing away from self-reliant heavy
industry (SarDesai 1992, Fforde and de Vylder 1996).

A political and economic “renovation” was thus initiated in 1986 and
accelerated in 1988 after a famine shocked the country. This process,
known as Doi Moi, set out to achieve three primary goals: reduce de-
pendence on the COMECON; improve macroeconomic management of
the economy (including controlling inflation and increasing productivity);
and attract foreign investment. The immediate desire to satisfy basic needs
for food staples was also a critical priority. The government accomplished
this by creating conditions for private agricultural production, and by
allowing peasants to sell surplus production to the open market. Price con-
trols for most goods were lifted in 1989. By the early 1990s the govern-
ment was moving swiftly to support the marketization, privatization, and
internationalization of the economy (Fforde and de Vylder 1996).

In a very short time span, Vietnam thus moved from autarkic self-
sufficiency with limited trading, to export-oriented production as its focus
of economic development. The country has also turned outwards to for-
eign capital and western aid for financing and technology to develop its
industrial base. Hundreds of state enterprises have been shut down, and
others are being encouraged (or forced) to compete in international mar-
kets. Changes in the agricultural sector were so successful that Vietnam
moved from being a rice importer to being the number-three rice exporter
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in the world in a matter of years. Inflation fell from 300 percent to 35 per-
cent in one year. Government revenues rose from newfound taxes and ex-
panding oil exports. A 1990 World Bank report called Vietnam’s reforms
“the most comprehensive and radical set of reform measures adopted by
any socialist country at the time” (Ljunggren 1993).

On top of the Doi Moi reforms, the Vietnamese government has ad-
vanced a program of “Modernization and Industrialization” designed to
respond to the agricultural and employment crisis in the country. This phi-
losophy of development has been supported by a wide range of policies,
laws, and directives, and has led to major transformations in the country’s
economic, social, and environmental systems. Since the lifting of the U.S.
trade embargo in 1994, and the subsequent normalization of World Bank
and IMF lending, Vietnam’s economy has begun to resemble the Tiger it
aspires to be, albeit with some fits and starts.

While Vietnam as a whole has experienced GDP growth of over 8 per-
cent per year throughout the 1990s, with industry growing by 13 percent
per year, Vietnam’s urban centers have grown at twice that rate (EIU 1997
and 1998, 2000a). Even amidst the Asian economic crisis, when overall
GDP growth slowed to approximately 4.8 percent in 1999, Vietnamese in-
dustry continued to expand by over 10 percent (EIU 2000b). In 2000, the
economy regained momentum with overall GDP growing by 6.8 percent
and industry growing by a whopping 15.5 percent. Table 2.1 shows overall
GDP and industrial growth figures from 1993 through 2001 for Vietnam.
To give some perspective, in 1999, Indonesia’s economy actually shrunk
by 13.7 percent while Thailand’s economy contracted by 8.0 percent.

A massive inflow of foreign direct investment (which has slowed since
1998) and foreign aid (which has stayed almost constant at $2 billion per
year from 1994 to 2000) has been driving a process of rapid urbanization
and industrialization. The Vietnamese economy however, is not just grow-
ing rapidly, it is also being transformed. Economic reforms and foreign
investment have led to a significant shift in the structure of the economy,
and a troubling trend toward more toxic industrial activities. Small-
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are multiplying in cities around Viet-
nam, while large foreign joint ventures are concentrating in the country’s
more than fifty new industrial zones. The oil and gas, steel, chemicals, gar-
ments, footwear, and printing sectors have all grown by over 20 percent
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per year during the 1990s. Many of these industries are, not incidentally,
serious polluters.

There has also been a shift in the management of industry. In the past,
almost all major industries were controlled by either central or local state
authorities. Today, the private domestic and foreign invested sectors are the
fastest growing segments of the economy. In 2000, the emerging private
sector recorded a growth rate of 18.6 percent, with foreign firms trailing
slightly with 17.0 percent growth (EIU 2000b).

Rapid urbanization is occurring simultaneously with industrialization.
Vietnam’s urban population is currently estimated at 15 million people, or
20 percent of the total population. However, urban population growth has
been estimated at 4 percent per year, almost triple the rural population
growth rate. Approximately half of the urban population is concentrated
in and around Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City. Past policies to control ur-
ban growth, such as restrictions on migration, planned decentralization of
industry, and the development of “New Economic Zones” in the periph-
ery, are becoming less effective or being abandoned altogether.

The government now actually appears to support, or at least accept, fur-
ther urbanization. As figure 2.3 symbolizes, this has led to a rapid inte-
gration of old and new, rural and urban throughout Vietnam. According
to the Ministry of Planning and Investment (MPI), the government plans
for 40 percent of the country (an estimated 37 million people) to be living
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Table 2.1
GDP Growth (%)

GDP growth (%) Industrial Growth (%)

1993 8.1 13.2
1994 8.8 14.0
1995 9.5 13.9
1996 9.3 14.4
1997 8.8 13.2
1998 5.8 11.0
1999 4.8 10.4
2000 6.8 15.5
2001 6.5 10.5

Source: Asia Pulse (2001), EIU (2001)



in cities by 2010. Growth on this scale and pace in urban areas has the po-
tential for significant social and environmental problems. The govern-
ment’s primary strategy to avoid this problem, and more specifically to
avoid the creation of “mega-cities” such as Bangkok, Jakarta, and Shang-
hai, is to evenly distribute development throughout Vietnam. Three growth
triangles are being advanced in: (1) Hanoi-Haiphong-Quang Ninh in the
north; (2) Quang Nam-Danang-Dung Quat in central Vietnam; and (3)
Ho Chi Minh City-Dong Nai-Vung Tau in the south. Regional gaps in eco-
nomic development remain a major concern for the government.

Central government officials plan urbanization in coordination with
further industrialization, meaning a reduction in agricultural employment
and an increase in manufacturing and service sectors. As an indication,
100 industrial zones are slated for operation in the next ten years. Table
2.2 shows the planned shift in the structure of the Vietnamese economy by
the year 2010.

The government recently published new economic targets that call for
GDP growth of 6 percent per year from 2001 to 2005, then increasing to
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7 percent per year from 2006 to 2010 (EIU 2000a). Industrial growth is
slated to accelerate from 7.8 percent for 2001 to 2005 to 9 percent per year
from 2006–2010.

The signing of a bilateral trade agreement with the United States in July
2000 symbolized another major milestone in Vietnam’s economic trans-
formation. This agreement, which many argue is a prerequisite to mem-
bership in the WTO, will involve further liberalization of the Vietnamese
economy, and further economic growth. The main benefit to Vietnam will
be the lowering of tariffs on most Vietnamese exports to the United States
from 40 percent to approximately 3 percent. The World Bank estimates
this arrangement will boost Vietnam’s exports by up to $800 million per
year.

These changes in the economy have had clear benefits. Life expectancy
has risen from forty-three years in 1960 to sixty-eight years in 1994. Child
malnutrition has decreased drastically from 53 percent of children as re-
cently as 1993, to 34 percent of children in 1998. The number of people
living in poverty has also declined from 23 percent of the population in
1993 to 15 percent in 1998 (EIU 2000a). At the same time, while the econ-
omy as a whole—and some groups in particular—are benefiting from eco-
nomic developments, inequality is also on the rise in Vietnam (EIU 2000a).

2.3 Impacts on the Environment

Vietnam’s phenomenal economic development over the last ten years,
while obviously positive in many regards, has had major impacts on the
country’s environment. Urban and industrial development activities have
resulted in a wide range of impacts on land use patterns, resource deple-
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Table 2.2
Planned Changes in Structure of the Economy (% GDP)

1996 (GDP breakdown) 2010 (GDP breakdown)

Agriculture 26.2% 17%
Industry 31.3% 37%
Service 42.5% 45%

Sources: EIU (1998) and Ministry of Planning and Investment Development Strat-
egy Center (1999).



tion, biodiversity loss, and water, air, and soil pollution. At the same time,
environmental conditions and natural resources have, in turn, influenced
the country’s development processes, such as human migration and in-
dustrial development patterns. In the long term, interactions between in-
dustry and the environment may ultimately boil down to a question of
whether environmental degradation and resource depletion actually un-
dercut Vietnam’s development strategy.

Urbanization processes are changing environmental and resource con-
ditions in both urban and rural areas. Land use is being altered in major
cities and on their peripheries as rural land is converted to residential, busi-
ness, and industrial uses. Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City continue to ex-
pand into formerly rural areas. Concern about rapid land use changes led
the government recently to pass a decree prohibiting further conversion of
farm land to industrial uses.

Rapid growth in industry is creating new stresses on uses of natural re-
sources and the environment. Growth of 10 to 14 percent per year in in-
dustrial activities (with some sectors more than doubling in the last few
years) is requiring increased extraction of natural resources, increased pro-
duction and use of energy, and more transportation and other infrastruc-
ture services, all of which result in more waste and pollution. Changes in
the scale and structure of the economy, the efficiency of industrial activi-
ties, and mechanisms of regulatory control, all affect rates of natural re-
source depletion and pollution levels. Increased demand for energy also
leads to a wide range of impacts on land uses, natural resource extraction,
and air and water pollution.

Natural resources are clearly being impacted by these economic devel-
opments. Forest cover has declined from 44 percent of the country in 1943
to less than 20 percent today (Poffenberger 1998). Over 1.5 percent of for-
est land is being deforested each year, a rate that will eliminate all remain-
ing forests within fifty years (EIU 2000a). Marine ecosystems are similarly
being damaged and depleted by overfishing, while mangrove forests are be-
ing threatened by new shrimp farms.

Vietnam is also experiencing a shift in the structure of industry towards
more polluting sectors, and from traditional pollutants [such as biochem-
ical oxygen demand (BOD)] to complex toxic compounds (such as heavy
metals and hazardous wastes). Extractive industries such as oil and gas
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production, and mining, which have been expanding rapidly, cause signif-
icant environmental impacts. Other resource-based industries such as
food processing and aquaculture also result in increased pollution loads to
rivers. In the future it is likely that highly polluting sectors such as petro-
chemical production will bring new hazards to Vietnam. The World Bank
has estimated that “if Vietnam does not implement pollution prevention
and control policies, its toxic intensity will increase by a factor of 3.8 over
a ten-year period (2000–2010), equivalent to a 14.2 percent annual [pol-
lution] growth rate” (World Bank 1997).

There are currently approximately 300 medium- and large-sized facto-
ries operating in Hanoi and 700 medium- and large-sized factories in Ho
Chi Minh City. Over 90 percent of these factories have no waste treatment
facilities. Based on an analysis of factories in Hanoi, the city’s Environ-
ment Committee reported that 124 of the 300 factories had emissions ex-
ceeding environmental standards (UNDP 1999). Of sixty industrial zones
or export processing zones in the country, only three have dedicated waste-
water treatment plants. And even as Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City begin
to strengthen their environmental regulations, polluting industries are ex-
panding to rural provinces. One newspaper account recently reported that
“while toxic industries have been rejected in certain provinces, they have
been welcomed by others with easier procedures” (Asia Times 2000).

Water pollution is a growing problem throughout Vietnam. Many rivers
and canals near urban centers are burdened with municipal and industrial
wastes. Water emissions from sectors such as food processing, beverages,
textiles, paper, and chemicals include: biochemical oxygen demand (BOD),
chemical oxygen demand (COD), acids, chlorinated organics, and heavy
metals. Groundwater in cities such as Hanoi is also contaminated. Virtu-
ally all of the domestic wastewater in Vietnam is discharged untreated into
rivers. Industrial effluents are also often still discharged without proper
treatment, affecting both ecosystems and human health. Water pollution
from industry regularly leads to fish kills, crop damage, and a wide range
of skin and stomach illnesses in communities living near industrial zones.
A recent report by a Canadian consulting firm found concentrations of
certain toxic chemicals (including pesticides) at 890,000 times the allow-
able levels for California drinking water standards (Hatfield Consultants
1998).
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Air pollution in urban areas is worsening with increased manufacturing
activities, energy production (particularly from coal), and vehicle emis-
sions. Dust pollution (particulate matter) has reached alarming levels in
many urban areas due to construction projects, increased cars, trucks and
motorcycles, and industrial activities. Toxic air pollutants have been mea-
sured at unhealthy concentrations near industrial facilities located in resi-
dential areas. A Ministry of Science, Technology, and Environment report
in 2000 reported over 4,000 industrial entities were releasing smoke, dust,
and toxic gases above legal limits.

Solid and hazardous wastes are also on the rise with the growth in
household and industrial consumption. Sectors such as steel, electronics,
and chemical manufacturing are producing new sludges, acids, and toxic
solvent wastes. The government estimates that industrial estates alone
produce approximately 400 tons of solid waste per day. Vietnam as a
whole generates approximate 7 million tons of industrial waste per year
(Interpress Service 2001). Unfortunately, there are no systems in place in
Vietnam for handling, storage, or treatment of hazardous wastes. An
alarming amount of hazardous wastes from industry and hospitals are
thus released untreated (or illegally dumped) in urban areas (JICA 1998).

Volumes of residential wastes are also increasing rapidly. Consumption
habits are beginning to create the outlines of a Vietnamese throwaway so-
ciety, while domestic solid waste collection and disposal remain grossly
inadequate. Vietnam currently generates approximately 8 million tons of
solid waste per year. Most estimates are that only 50 percent of municipal
solid waste is collected and disposed of properly. Landfills that do exist do
not meet international standards for safety and management. And as figure
2.4 shows, informal “recycling” or scavenging is common at waste dumps.

Workplace environmental issues present severe problems in industries
throughout Vietnam as well. Workers are commonly exposed to toxic air
pollutants, noise, heat, and radiation, without proper protections (Min-
istry of Health 1998). An estimated 20,000 workers in Vietnam suffer
from silicosis, and over 10 percent of all industrial workers are estimated
to be exposed to harmful noise levels (MoH 1998). Four hundred and three
workers were reported killed in industrial accidents in 2000, although the
government admits the real figure may be ten times higher (Deutsche Presse-
Agentur 2001). Use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides has skyrocketed
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over the last decade, with chemical fertilizer use (per cropped hectare)
increasing from 40 kg in 1982 to 223 kg in 1997 (EIU 2000a). Pesticide
poisoning is growing among farm laborers as Vietnam continues to permit
the spraying of toxic pesticides such as hexachlorobenzene, Dieldrin,
and DDT. These pesticides, banned in most developing countries, also
adversely affect groundwater and soil quality.

Energy production and use is an important contributor to pollution and
resource depletion. Vietnam currently has one of the lowest levels of en-
ergy and electricity consumption in the world at 130 kilograms of oil
equivalent and 350 kilowatt hours (kwh) per person (about one-fifth of
Thailand’s consumption). However, both production and consumption of
energy are increasing rapidly (England and Kammen 1993, EIU 2000a).
Researchers in Hanoi estimated that energy consumption will grow at a
rate of 10 percent per year in the north, and 15 percent per year in the
south through 2010 (Sam 1998), roughly in line with industrial GDP
growth. This growth translates into Vietnam needing 400 megawatts of
new capacity added per year to meet demand. Sixty percent of energy con-
sumption currently comes from traditional fuels; however this is rapidly
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Figure 2.4
Scavenging for materials in a trash dump near Haiphong fertilizers



changing as coal, gas, and hydropower projects are developed. The energy
options being considered by the Vietnamese government have potentially
serious environmental impacts. Hydropower directly alters rivers and wa-
tersheds. Coal power has severe landscape and pollution impacts. Oil and
gas have significant pollution impacts. And nuclear power looms on the
horizon with a number of countries proposing projects in Vietnam.

The geography of industrial development also has environmental rami-
fications. As industry is overwhelmingly concentrated in and around Ho
Chi Minh City and Hanoi, pollution and the urban problems associated
with industrialization such as migration, crowding, and infrastructure de-
ficiencies will be greatest in these cities. Uneven pollutant distributions
may not only overwhelm the assimilative capacity of local environments,
but may also unfairly affect those forced to live in the shadows of Viet-
nam’s new and old factories. The rapidly developing industrial zones of
Dong Nai, Binh Duong, and Hai Phong are fast becoming pollution “hot-
spots.”

2.4 Government Efforts to Protect the Environment

In a direct response to these environmental problems, and to community
complaints and media reports, the Vietnamese government has instituted
significant changes in its legal and institutional framework for environ-
mental management. As the Minister for Science, Technology, and Envi-
ronment asserts, “Industrial pollution is starting to impact greatly on the
social and economic development of Vietnam” (Interpress Service 2001).
Since 1993, the government has promulgated an umbrella Law on Envi-
ronmental Protection, standards on air and water quality, a decree on en-
vironmental fines and enforcement, a decree on the implementation of
Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs), and a long list of circulars and
directives to advance environmental protection. These measures have cre-
ated a system of national pollution standards and procedures for moni-
toring and enforcement. Table 2.3 presents an overview of environmental
laws and directives related to pollution issues in Vietnam. The full text of
the Law on Environmental Protection is provided in the appendix.

This combination of laws, decrees, and regulations forms the basis of
a traditional “command-and-control” environmental regulatory system.
The government has opted (and been supported by international donors
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Table 2.3
Environmental Laws and Decrees

Name Purpose Date

Resolution No. 22/CP “Resolution on the Functions, Responsibilities and Organization of the May 1993
Ministry of Science, Technology, and Environment” establishing the
National Environment Agency.

Law on environmental protection Umbrella law for environmental protection December 1993

Decree No. 175/CP “Government Decree on Providing Guidance for the Implementation of the October 1994
Law on Environmental Protection.”

Circular No. 1420/QD-MTg “Instruction for Guiding Environmental Impact Assessment to the December 1994
Operating Units.”

Circular No. 1807/QD-MTg “Regulations and Organization of Appraisal Council on Environmental December 1994
Impact Assessment Report and Issuing Environmental License.”

TCVN 5937 Environmental Air Quality Standards 1995

TCVN 5942 Environmental Water Quality Standards 1995

Circular No. 715/QD-MTg “Instruction for Guidance on Setting Up and Appraising the Report of April 1995
Environmental Impact Assessment to the Direct Foreign Investment Project.”

Decree No. 26/CP “Government Decree Providing Regulations on the Punishment of April 1996
Administrative Violation of Environmental Protection Law.”

Circular No. 2433/TT-KCM “Guiding Government Decree No 26/CP providing penalties for October 1996
administrative violation concerning environment protection.”

Directive No. 36-CT/TW Directive on Strengthening Environmental Protection in the Period of June 1998
Industrialization and Modernization of the Country.



and advisors) to develop a strategy that requires the state to implement
comprehensive standards (both ambient and sectoral pollution standards),
monitor compliance with these standards, and sanction noncompliance
through fines and other punishments.

The state-centric, command-and-control nature of Vietnam’s environ-
mental regulatory system depends largely on the strength and ability of
agency action. The state is expected to perform a number of key tasks, and
to perform them well, in order to reduce industrial pollution. And as ana-
lysts have pointed out, Vietnam begins its rapid development “already car-
rying a heavy burden of excess population, depleted resources, and a
seriously degraded environment. It has no margin for error, no unex-
ploited cushion of resources on which to fall back” (Rambo 1994: 10).

In order to advance its command-and-control environmental system,
the government has established a new set of institutions responsible for en-
vironmental and natural resource issues. The main agency responsible for
industrial pollution issues is the National Environment Agency (NEA)
within the newly created Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment
(MONRE), which replaces the former Ministry of Science, Technology,
and Environment (MOSTE).2 The NEA has ten divisions including:

1. Administrative and planning;

2. EIA appraisal and environmental technology;

3. Environmental inspectorate;

4. Environmental education, training, and information;

5. Pollution control;

6. Nature conservation;

7. Networking and environmental database management;

8. Environment policy and legislation;

9. Environment monitoring and State-of-the-Environment; and

10. Environmental protection magazine.

The NEA has approximately eighty staff members working to implement
environmental laws throughout the country.

At the local level, the government has established Departments of Sci-
ence, Technology, and Environment (DOSTEs) in each province. DOSTEs
are responsible for implementing environmental laws for all but the largest
firms, and generally have monitoring and inspection teams. DOSTE staff
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working on environmental issues have doubled in recent years from 120
nationwide, to over 260 in 1998. Environmental departments have also
been established inside other ministries such as the Ministry of Planning
and Investment’s Department of Science, Education, and Environment
(DSEE), the Ministry of Industry’s Technical Department, and the Min-
istry of Construction’s Department of Science, Technology, and Envi-
ronment (DOSTE). Nonetheless, Vietnam still has one of the smallest
environmental staffs per capita in the region.

The Vietnamese government has also recently established a National
Environmental Monitoring Network that collects data on ambient envi-
ronmental conditions. This network consists of nineteen environmental
monitoring stations spread across the country that monitor air, water, soil,
noise, solid waste, and coastal environmental quality. These stations vary
significantly in what they monitor, how they monitor, and staff capacities
for analysis and reporting data. The government is working to expand this
system. By 2005, MONRE hopes to have fifteen automatic air monitoring
stations operating in Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City, Haiphong, and Danang,
and to establish mobile sampling capabilities at the provincial level. The
Hydrometeorological Service of Vietnam also collects ambient environ-
mental data through a network of twenty-two monitoring stations.

The primary forms of “monitoring” in Vietnam occur when the NEA
and the provincial DOSTEs review Environmental Impact Assessments for
industrial projects or conduct environmental inspections of industrial fa-
cilities. The DOSTEs and the NEA are responsible for reviewing and ap-
praising EIAs written for industrial facilities and major infrastructure
projects. EIAs unfortunately are not made public and there is no procedure
in Vietnam for public review. The Ministry of Health similarly conducts
assessments of the work environment inside factories. The Ministry of
Agriculture and Rural Development has its own monitoring network for
evaluating river water quality. And there are over 160 environmental or-
ganizations, associations, and research centers that collect information on
different aspects of environmental quality in Vietnam.

The enforcement of laws in Vietnam often effectively occurs at the local
level. The institution responsible for implementation of government poli-
cies in general is the People’s Committee, and at the most local level, the
ward- or hamlet-level People’s Committees. In urban settings, neighbor-
hoods are divided into wards (phuong) which have their own People’s
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Committee, with groups of streets (khu pho) organized on a more infor-
mal level. In rural settings, the hamlet (thon) is the lowest level of People’s
Committee. A group of hamlets makes up a commune (xa), which is rep-
resented by another People’s Committee.

While still very new, it is surprising how little attention has been paid in
Vietnam’s laws and institutions to actual implementation and enforce-
ment. Although significant efforts have been focused on establishing these
programs, it appears that officials assume that with the laws in place, pol-
luters will simply comply. Even the pollution permitting process in Viet-
nam until recently had no procedures for compliance schedules, or other
processes or timelines for bringing polluting firms into compliance. Al-
though noncompliance is the norm rather than the exception, enforcement
remains almost an afterthought.

A recent, high-level directive (No. 36-CT/TW) indicates that the gov-
ernment may now be considering ways to better enforce existing laws
(Communist Party [CP] 1998). This Politburo document recognizes that
as “many cities and industrial parks are polluted by wastewater, air emis-
sions, and solid wastes,” it is necessary for Vietnam to take serious mea-
sures to promote environmental protection. The directive lists possible
policy measures including: taxes and credits to encourage clean technol-
ogies; giving people access to information on the environment; supporting
public participation in environmental protection; incorporating environ-
mental considerations into development plans; promoting pollution pre-
vention strategies; shutting down enterprises that seriously pollute; more
effectively treating wastes; increasing research on environmental pro-
tection; and promoting broader international cooperation around the
environment (CP 1998). Although this directive shows a high level of
awareness about environmental issues, the critical question is whether
these policies and plans are implemented, and how the government’s pro-
nouncements are translated into real incentives for action.

2.5 Challenges for Environmental Protection

While Vietnam has what some consider a strong central government, it
faces problems (common to many countries) in its ability to implement
environmental regulations at the local level. A lack of funds, trained per-
sonnel, and political influence constrain the effectiveness of environmental
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agencies. During a period of rapid industrialization and urbanization, lo-
cal environmental agencies and planners are struggling to get a handle on
even the most obvious sources of environmental degradation.

To date, the Vietnamese government has not made much progress on im-
plementation of its new environmental laws. Institutional weaknesses in
fledgling environmental agencies have led to very slow progress on moni-
toring and enforcement. Inspection divisions in the NEA and the DOSTEs
are understaffed and poorly trained for their duties. And significant in-
consistencies remain in the implementation of regulations.

Vietnam now has fairly strict standards on the books, but at the same
time, generally weak enforcement of these standards. The government’s in-
ability to implement its laws has served to undermine the credibility of en-
vironmental standards and enforcement. For example, the current system
of fines and penalties, which are extremely low and rarely enforced, moti-
vate disdain more than fear from industry (UNIDO 1998). It is much
cheaper to pay a fine than to change a production process or install treat-
ment equipment. This failure to enforce standards occurs for both power-
ful foreign firms and state enterprises.

City governments similarly face difficulties in implementing environ-
mental plans that have been developed over the last few years. Urban mas-
ter plans often lack clarity and are difficult to turn into physical realities.
One of the biggest challenges of environmental planning and policy in
Vietnam has been the difficulty of trying to keep up with the rapid changes
occurring in economic activities. Policy development and planning has not
been flexible enough to respond to, or predict, emerging problems.

A deeper problem however, is that policies and plans related to en-
vironmental issues remain peripheral or subordinate to the dominant dy-
namics of industrialization and urbanization. Although environmental
protection is now the focus of many laws and directives, the environment
is still primarily treated as a resource or sink to be exploited. Planners in
Vietnam seldom consider the environment’s inherent value or longer-term
importance to sustainability. This contradiction between environmental
uses and protection is a major stumbling block to fully integrating sus-
tainability concerns into development planning and implementation.

The continued failure (or more optimistically, the slow implementation)
of traditional environmental regulations highlights the limits of simple
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command-and-control strategies for environmental protection in devel-
oping countries such as Vietnam. Standards are easy to promulgate, but
they are costly and difficult to enforce. EIAs are easy to require of firms,
but rarely actually change industrial practices. And punishments are easy
to stipulate, but are very difficult to implement in the face of political
opposition.

Promoting market-based mechanisms, which has become a mantra of
consultants, conferences, and aid projects of late, appears to be problem-
atic as well. Put simply, the institutions necessary to support market-based
regulatory strategies do not yet function in Vietnam. The real-time moni-
toring required to support even a simple pollution tax does not exist. And
again, the political will to impose large enough fines or taxes to make a dif-
ference for a polluting firm, is still lacking.

It would thus appear that Vietnam is destined at least in the near term
to a low-road path of dirty industry, increasing pollution levels, unen-
forced environmental laws, and expanding social and ecological costs. The
urban areas of Vietnam seem to be on their way to becoming the next
Bangkok, Manila, or Jakarta.

Fortunately, there is evidence that existing processes at work in Vietnam
may hold the potential to avoid this fate, and to effectively regulate indus-
trial pollution. As I will explain, Vietnam is evolving a system of regulation
that responds more to local mobilizations than top-down prescriptions. To
understand these dynamics it is necessary to look more closely at specific
cases in Vietnam, and at the central actors involved in these processes.
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The people understand, the people discuss, the people implement, and the people
monitor.

Vietnamese Communist Party slogan.

Contrary to stereotypes of communist countries, communities in Vietnam
can be surprisingly strong and confrontational in their dealings with gov-
ernment agencies and firms. The community around Dona Bochang Tex-
tiles is a case in point. After researching the environmental effects of the
factory, I set out to interview impacted community members. In another
country I would have likely hopped on a motorcycle and driven out to the
community. In Vietnam it is never so simple. The government works hard
to control outside access to communities, requiring multiple permits, ap-
provals, and often chaperones. After securing these approvals, I set off in
a government Landcruiser (the vehicle of choice to attract the most atten-
tion), accompanied by a research assistant, two representatives from the
Department of Science, Technology, and Environment (DOSTE), a police
officer (to protect me?), two representatives of the local People’s Commit-
tee, and a driver.

When we finally arrived at the first community member’s home, my
entourage included five government officials (including one in uniform).
Within minutes of sitting down, twenty or so curious neighbors had gath-
ered in the room, spilling out through the doors and windows. And now,
with a gallery of close to thirty people, I was to interview a local family on
the sensitive issues of the factory’s pollution, community complaints, and
the government’s responses.

3
Cohesion, Connections, and Community
Action



Despite the ridiculous conditions for the interview, the family was
shockingly frank about local environmental problems and openly critical
of both the factory management and government authorities. As the fam-
ily expounded on their problems, it was impossible to miss the DOSTE
chaperone scowling and taking careful notes of the criticisms leveled at his
organization. But the family showed little fear. Mr. Nguyen (not his real
name) carefully detailed the environmental and health impacts of the fac-
tory’s pollution on the neighborhood. He complained that the government
and the Taiwanese factory managers had ignored their complaints for
years. A neighbor alluded to corruption blocking solutions. Other com-
munity members joined in on a free-wheeling critique of the firm and the
government.

To an outside observer it is surprising that community members in Viet-
nam would openly criticize local government officials, particularly in front
of a foreigner. And it is even more surprising when these complaints turn
into community actions against a factory (particularly one like Dona
Bochang that is partially owned by the government). Many analysts as-
sume that civil society in Vietnam has been crushed under the weight of the
Communist Party. “Stalinist” central-planning and decades of war have
made the Vietnamese state famous for governing with a heavy hand and
seemingly ignoring local concerns about economic, social, and environ-
mental issues. This stereotype of all-powerful communist rule, however,
oversimplifies the complexities of Vietnamese politics.

One of the surprises of this research has been that communities and civil
society have not been entirely repressed by the Vietnamese state. Despite
state control, substantial community action and bottom-up pressures for
reform exist throughout Vietnam. Communities can be vibrant, aggres-
sive, and sometimes extremely well organized. High levels of community
participation and bottom-up political pressures have played important,
though varied, roles in state policies. Although these processes are complex
and often conflicted, they hold significant potential for social, political,
and environmental advances.

The communities I studied, of course, differed in their responses to en-
vironmental problems, in their abilities to mobilize, and in their effective-
ness in demanding environmental improvements. A number of key factors
influenced the nature and success of community actions including: inter-
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nal cohesion, external linkages, and mobilizing strategies. This chapter ex-
amines these dynamics, analyzing specific community mobilizations, how
and why they occur, and the conditions under which they are effective. The
case studies provide examples of communities that both do and do not
mobilize effectively, offering a window on the processes of mobilization in
Vietnam, and the characteristics of effective community pressures for en-
vironmental protection.

3.1 Community in Vietnam

Communities, while central to this study, are often difficult to define both
physically and sociologically (Wilkinson 1986). In countries such as Viet-
nam, this is compounded by challenges of accessing reliable data on
community demographics. The community studies literature defines com-
munity quite broadly and in often varied terms (Bell and Newby 1972).
Three common clusters emerge however: definitions based on fixed and
bounded territories; definitions based on shared social relations within
a territory; and definitions based on shared identities (Hillery 1955,
Johnston, Gregory, and Smith 1994). I build on these frameworks to define
community as a social network of interacting individuals concentrated
in a bounded territory.

The communities I studied were defined by their physical, environmen-
tal, and social ties to specific locales, and often to specific factories. The
case study communities discussed here are thus the physical groupings 
of people connected to the case study factories. The communities are spa-
tially connected, but also have interests, identities, and interactions in
common.

Few people in Vietnam have the resources or freedom to move. This con-
nection to place creates a fundamental interest in the quality of life and the
environmental conditions of the community. Community members realize
that they have shared interests in the provision of collective goods such as
clean air and water. And they often come to realize that the provision of
these goods depends on the efficacy of their collective actions. Community
is also a source of less tangible supports such as social assistance and po-
litical support to respond to adversities. In Vietnam, village and kinship
ties are particularly important. Social networks linking individuals and
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households in a specific locale are difficult to define, but are critical to the
functioning of a community.

The traditional community in Vietnam is based around the hamlet or
village. Hamlets are closely clustered groupings of households that may in-
clude people “considerably differentiated in wealth and status yet linked
together by extensive social ties within a communal framework” (Luong
1992: 55). Hamlets have historically represented territorial and voluntary
associations based on genealogical and kinship ties. Luong explains:

Villages maintained sharp boundaries through villagers’ participation in the col-
lective worship of tutelary deities, an extraordinary degree of village endogamy,
the institution of communal land, and their nucleated settlement pattern. . . . Cor-
respondingly, in each northern and central rural community, “insiders” and “out-
siders” among village residents (referred to as noi tich and ngoai tich) were sharply
distinguished. It might take three to four generations for the descendents of out-
siders (i.e., those not born in the community) to gain the full membership status of
noi tich. . . . The categories of noi tich and ngoai tich constituted part of the gen-
eral and sharp distinction between the members and nonmembers of a social unity,
be it kinship, communal, ethnic, or racial. (Luong 1992: 229)

Villages are much more than just clusters of homes. As Jamieson (1993)
explains, historically villages were closed, corporate communities with a
high degree of autonomy, physically and symbolically set apart from other
villages. Villages owned land, which was redistributed communally every
three years, and were responsible for paying taxes, contributing corvée labor,
etc. Villages have thus assumed many roles and responsibilities that indi-
viduals might be responsible for in other cultures. The village provided for,
and protected the individual households within it. And as Jamieson notes,
“So long as it met its obligations, the village was left alone” (1993: 30).

Households—the building blocks of Vietnamese communities—have
their own political economies (Douglass 2001). Politics within the house-
hold, usually based around age and gender, influence internal decisions
and external connections to other households and the community at large.
Even with the rise of collectivism and increased female participation in
public activities, men have continued to dominate both the communal sys-
tem and kinship relations. These gender dynamics also influence responses
to environmental issues (Agarwal 2000). For instance, women are often
closer to environmental concerns than are men, as they are responsible for
providing water, fuel, and so forth for their families. However, if women
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do not have the time, resources, or power to participate in collective action
regarding the environment, households may not participate at all.

Broader family relationships and commitments have historically served
as models for social organization in Vietnam. As Jamieson (1991: 10) ex-
plains, the “Vietnamese believed in a universal order with pervasive moral
justice. However, the scales of justice were balanced not for individuals
but for groups, especially the family.” Interactions within villages reflected
these values as well. Competition for status in the village was based around
redistribution of wealth. “The basic principle of redistribution could
be summarized as ‘from each according to his desire for face, to each ac-
cording to his willingness to lose face’” (Jamieson 1991: 13).

Communities in Vietnam also have a long history of resistance and re-
bellion. To grossly simplify, the Vietnamese resisted the Chinese for 1,000
years, the French for 100 years, and the United States for just over ten
years. As Marr argues, “The continuity in Vietnamese anti-colonialism is
a highly-charged, historically self-conscious resistance to oppressive, de-
grading foreign rule. Possessors of a proud cultural and political heritage,
many Vietnamese simply refused to be cowed” (Marr 1971: 4, cited in
SarDesai 1992). Resistance to oppression continued after the French were
defeated in North Vietnam. As Kolko notes, Communist Party leaders “re-
peatedly had to concede to mass pressures in the hope of guiding and con-
trolling them, for they needed the people, whose force and enormous
sacrifices alone carried the Party to victory in 1945, 1954, and thereafter”
(Kolko 1995: 5).

Communities, of course, are porous institutions. Members join and leave.
Issues bring people together and drive them apart. Boundaries expand and
contract. Communities are thus shifting and contested terrains (Fortmann
and Roe 1993). They are both simple territorial bounds, and complex so-
cial organizations that are continually redefining themselves. The concept
of community can also be an aspirational goal. People desire a “sense of
community” in which they experience membership, influence, integration,
and shared emotional connections (McMillan and Chavis 1986).

A single community can also be fragmented along multiple lines. Com-
munities often include layers of power and conflicting interests. Individuals
within the community play different roles and advance different interests.
The most obvious differences pertain to income generation. The case study
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communities discussed here include people who make their living as gov-
ernment employees, industrial workers, farmers, petty traders, and factory
managers. These groups vary politically, economically, and socially. Some
are members of the Communist Party, others are politically disenfran-
chised; some are members of religious organizations, others belong to
mass organizations; some are rich, others are extremely poor.

Even a single individual may have multiple roles and interests relating to
the community, or more specifically to industrial activities in the commu-
nity. A person may act at one time as an income generator, and at other
times as a parent, citizen, or neighbor. Individuals clearly have different
uses for the environment as well. For instance, near the Tan Mai factory,
which I discuss next, a man who earns his income collecting paper fibers
from the factory’s wastewater simultaneously complains to the govern-
ment about the factory’s wastewater. Workers near Viet Tri Chemicals tell
similar stories of conflicting concerns and interests.

Despite these complexities, communities are an important unit of anal-
ysis for environment-development debates. As Evans (2001: 14) points out,

looking at communities focuses attention on the politics of collective action among
households with connections to one another. Communities build identities based
on geography, history, and shared adversity. Their members share life chances.
They are vulnerable to the degradation of the places to which they are attached.
Talking about “communities” enables us to connect livelihood struggles of or-
dinary citizens to issues of sustainability while retaining the critical insight that
these are not simply individual battles but always have an element of collective
contestation.

The people at the heart of the case studies are not just rational actors
making individually self-interested decisions. And at the same time, they
are not simply an undefined “collective” driven by Vietnamese culture or
tradition. Community members are engaged in social processes through
their families, neighbors, and local political institutions. And these com-
munity members are most successful when they come together to mobilize
strategically.

3.2 Cases of Community Mobilization

Vietnam continues to have surprisingly active communities when it comes
to environmental concerns. As the World Bank (1997: 83) has noted, “the
level of awareness of environmental pollution is high in Vietnam as com-
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pared to other countries at comparable stages of development.” This may
be due in part to Vietnam’s higher literacy rate, and to the fact that Viet-
nam has been able to observe the problems caused by rapid development
in neighboring countries. Nonetheless, the cases show wide variation in
levels of community awareness and mobilizations around environmental
and health concerns. Communities in Vietnam respond differently to pol-
lution problems and differ in their effectiveness. Three key differences be-
come clear through analysis of the detailed cases: communities vary in
their internal cohesion, external linkages, and mobilizing strategies.

3.2.1 Pollution in the Pews: Dona Bochang Textiles
Situating the Dona Bochang Textile factory in the middle of a residential
community is a glaring example of unplanned urban development and the
absence of zoning in Vietnam. The factory and the local residents are sep-
arated by no more than a three-meter-high wall and a dirt road that runs
along the perimeter of the factory. People live cramped together in small
houses along the back wall of the factory; the local Catholic church is
along another wall. The factory’s air emissions, when not blowing into the
residential area, blow directly into the church. Unfortunately for the
parishioners, the church was, until recently, an open-air building with little
more than a roof, an altar, and rows of pews.

Local regulators say the air pollution from Dona Bochang is really not
all that bad. The neighboring community, however, does not seem placated
by the thought that other communities have it worse. In their view, pollu-
tion from the Taiwanese-run factory is a continuing assault on the neigh-
borhood, affecting peoples’ daily lives, disrupting special occasions, even
defiling their center of worship. Pollution impacts such as respiratory
problems, corroded roofs, and blackened plants have led to an escalation
of community actions that have included writing regular complaint letters,
working with the media, throwing bricks at the factory, and developing a
long-term campaign to either make the factory a better neighbor or move
it altogether.

The community around Dona Bochang is on the middle rung of Viet-
namese urban communities, certainly not rich by western standards, but
much better off than nearby rural communities. The community has
prospered under the Doi Moi reforms. Many families run their own bus-
inesses—either producing simple products such as wood furniture or
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trading petty goods. A number of people in the community work in nearby
industrial zones, adding an important source of income to their house-
holds. What is more surprising perhaps is how many people in the com-
munity choose not to work in these factories, as they can earn a higher
income than the minimum wage of $40 per month without doing factory
work.

As the Taiwanese managers soon found out, the people living around
Dona Bochang are a tightly knit community. Approximately 90 percent of
the community are Catholics who moved to the area in 1954, fleeing the
Communist victory in the north. As Catholics, they were first protected
and received special status from Ngo Dinh Diem, the former president
of South Vietnam (and himself a Catholic). After unification under the
Communists in 1975, Catholics were politically marginalized. However,
throughout Vietnam’s political changes, they have retained a distinctive
identity in an overwhelmingly nonreligious country.1 The community’s
solidarity and internal social capital has been strengthened by more than
forty years of church organizing.

The church’s location next to the factory has made it a critical base for
discussions on the impacts of the factory, and for sharing grievances. Al-
though the parish priest went out of his way to make clear in interviews
that he was not organizing community members around environmental is-
sues, he did admit that the church had become a center of discussion for
these concerns. The priest (personal interview—6/7/97) explained some-
what reluctantly,

One time we had an official meeting regarding the pollution and the problem of
community members throwing rocks at the factory. The Catholic people come here
to talk to me about the pollution all the time.

We have a diplomatic relationship with the factory. I have met with the General
Director of the factory. I recommend that they send letters to the Phuong [ward]
People’s Committee. And I also tell them to be patient. It takes time to solve
problems.

While supportive, the church alone is not the leader of the community’s
actions. In fact a number of people intimated that the priest was afraid 
to get involved in these issues and thus often told people to work through
the People’s Committee. At least one community member asserted (Ms.
Lan—6/5/97) “the priest wants to avoid conflict.” This makes some sense,
as Catholic priests have been the subject of repression themselves.
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The real base of community mobilization around Dona Bochang is an
informal social network that exists among community members. People
live, socialize, worship, and sometimes work together (a number of people
in the khu pho—the lane along the back of the factory—make similar fur-
niture for a living). This community is also cohesive partly because of its
past experiences of religious discrimination. So although Catholics may be
more fearful of state oppression (and thus less likely to complain), they are
also more unified and cohesive in their demands when they do make them.

There is clearly a very high level of community interaction in the neigh-
borhood along the back wall of the factory. Each time I went to interview
a family, other neighbors would quickly join in the conversation. People
walked freely into each others’ houses. The lane abutting the factory is the
de facto playground for the neighborhood children. There is a real “sense
of community” in the neighborhood.

In my interviews, one family stood out as leaders of community action.
They seemed fairly well educated and quite well off for the community,
running their own small household enterprise finishing wood furniture.
Living and working just a few feet from the factory wall, the family had
collected a thick file on the factory’s pollution, including press clippings,
letters they had sent to various government agencies, the responses they
had received, and photographs of pollution impacts. They regularly drafted
letters for others to sign. They had been on official delegations to the fac-
tory and to government meetings. They had even made a video of the pol-
lution. In many ways, they seemed fearless in their quest to end the
pollution, a quest they have yet to finish.

Community members have taken a wide range of actions to pressure
Dona Bochang. One community member explained (Ms. Lan—6/5/97),

We have complained many, many times to the DOSTE, the newspapers, the TV.
Many times. We have also complained to the factory many times. We had a meet-
ing between the people, the factory managers, and the People’s Committee in the
Phuong. We have also had many meetings of our own. People around the factory
have done many things. Young people have thrown rocks at the factory many
times. Because of the rock throwing, the factory went to the Phuong People’s Com-
mittee to try to solve the problem. But still the factory didn’t change and the people
still opposed the factory. The factory has even tried to hire the young people who
threw the rocks and complain. Because everyone knows each other so well, we can
have coordinated actions together. We have so many things in common.
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After several years of having their complaints ignored, the community
was ignited by an incident in 1993. On the day of a local wedding, pollu-
tion from the factory coated trays of food laid out for the reception in a
layer of black soot. A group of community members considered this the
last straw, marched to the front gate, and threatened to tear down the wall
and shut down the factory if the manager did not come out to negotiate
with them. A number of young people threw bricks at the factory to make
clear their anger.

A factory representative did finally emerge and asserted that the com-
pany was doing all it could and promised the problems would be solved.
The community forced the manager to sign a statement attesting to the
level of pollution. Photographs were taken of the pollution impacts. Sev-
eral months later, when nothing had changed, the community brought
their complaints, the pictures, and the signed statement to the Dong Nai
Department of Science, Technology, and Environment (DOSTE) and then
to the media. Figure 3.1 gives a sense of the pollution blowing into the
community.

After newspaper reports questioned the failure of the government to
regulate the pollution, the DOSTE agreed to take action. It responded to
the community complaints by organizing an inspection team and several
meetings between community members and the factory. The community
however, criticized this inspection process, charging that because it was a
planned inspection, the factory would be able to turn off the polluting
equipment before the inspectors arrived. Community members argued that
their daily experiences were more accurate than the data collected from the
inspection. Later, when pollution levels resumed, the community sent more
written complaints to the government and the media. This renewed pres-
sure motivated more meetings and finally resulted in the factory agreeing
to install equipment to reduce its emissions.

By the fall of 1997, the neighbors of Dona Bochang had achieved a qual-
ified victory over the factory. Since the wedding party incident, the factory
had made three changes to reduce its air pollution. First, it built a taller
smokestack—the classic solution to local environmental problems. When
that did not reduce the local impacts, the factory changed its practice of
“blowing the tubes” from its boiler (where built-up soot is forced out of
the smoke stacks), which was a major source of the black soot spewed on
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Figure 3.1
Air pollution from Dona Bochang



people. Finally, when the problems were still not resolved, the factory in-
stalled an air filtration system to capture the pollution. This process took
several years, but resulted in a significant reduction in air emissions (ac-
cording to the firm and the Dong Nai DOSTE). The community also
agrees there have been improvements, but continues to pressure for further
pollution reductions.

Even with this significant and sustained pressure the community has felt
frustrated by their progress. A community leader asserted (Ms. Hao—
8/6/98),

Since our last letter to the DOSTE, we have met with staff at the DOSTE. They sent
a letter to the National Environment Agency (NEA), and then the NEA instructed
the factory to prevent pollution in three parts of the factory. By the end of last year,
the factory was supposed to reduce or treat wastewater and air pollution. How-
ever, it still doesn’t seem like they have done much.

The factory receives help from higher people in Dong Nai so they don’t really
care about citizen complaints. The People’s Committee of Dong Nai protects the
firm. We think the company has a close relationship with some VIP in Dong Nai.
But nowadays people are not afraid to tell the truth about problems. Even if a po-
liceman does something wrong, the people will complain.

We don’t need compensation for health effects. In fact, we don’t want to get
money and still suffer from health problems. We want to move the factory to an
industrial zone or improve the factory. We want to get the company’s board of di-
rectors to come out here to breathe as we do.

We believe if there is collaboration from all sides we can reach the objective. If
government authorities are serious about the environmental law, they can solve the
problems.

Although the community is not satisfied with the changes made thus far,
Dona Bochang has been forced to take further steps to reduce its air pollu-
tion. The company recently added caustic soda to the scrubbing liquor in
their cyclone to capture sulfur dioxide (SO2), increased the water flow in the
cyclone to reduce soot, added an ammonia scrubber, and finally changed
their procedures for “blowing their stacks,” which was the main cause of
the large black clouds of soot spewing into the community. The factory
now cleans their boiler once per week instead of once per month so the soot
does not build up as much in the stack. The company claims to have spent
200 million dong (roughly $17,000) on the air treatment equipment for the
boiler alone. The company, however, has not installed a wastewater treat-
ment plant (expected to cost over $3 million) that the community has been
demanding and that the government has officially required.
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The community has thus only been partially successful in winning in-
creased environmental protections. Complaints have succeeded in getting
the factory to invest modest amounts of money in cleaning up the air pol-
lution, but they have not been able to motivate the factory to invest the mil-
lions of dollars needed for comprehensive environmental protection. The
community has also never received any compensation for the pollution.
Even the people whose well water is too polluted to drink have never re-
ceived compensation. Figure 3.2 shows the leaking wastewater canal that
flows from the factory through the community.

The state’s role in this case is complicated. As the factory is a joint ven-
ture, the Dong Nai People’s Committee owns 12.5 percent of the company.
Community action is thus in conflict with the short-term economic inter-
ests of the provincial People’s Committee, which controls the DOSTE. The
community members’ perception that they had to overcome this conflict
of interest led them to extralocal actors such as the National Environment
Agency and the media to help address their problems. It also strengthened
the community’s resolve to keep pressure on the factory and on the provin-
cial authorities. Community members did not trust the state to take action
without repeated pressure. At the same time, the fact that the factory is
majority foreign-owned may have worked to the community’s advantage:
Vietnamese government agencies appear sensitive about public percep-
tions that the state is privileging foreign capitalists over common people.

DOSTE inspections of Dona Bochang have been conducted through an
“intuitive” method, meaning no sampling was actually conducted. The
factory is informed beforehand about when inspections will take place,
and has time to alter its operating practices to reduce visible pollution.
When the inspectors do arrive, they report that “air pollution from the
boiler is negligible,” “we did not see smoke on the day we visited,” and the
“white smoke from the boiler is just steam.” Community members play a
critical role in these situations in “monitoring” both normal operating
conditions when the inspectors are not around, and evaluating the verac-
ity of state inspections. Community monitoring techniques appear to be
as good, if not better than the DOSTE “intuitive” method. The commu-
nity takes pictures and videos of what it sees, and records health and other
impacts from pollution incidents. Even a factory manager at Dona Bo-
chang admitted this weakness in state monitoring, saying (Mr. Luat—
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Figure 3.2
The wastewater canal for the Dona Bochang textile factory



4/11/97), “The DOSTE does not know in detail how much pollution there
is. [Our response] mainly comes from the complaints of the people that
motivates us to change. Each time the director general comes to the plant
from Taiwan, the first question he asks is what complaints have we re-
ceived. He takes environmental issues very seriously.”

Despite conflicts, the community has had quite good relations with lo-
cal government officials at the Phuong (ward level) People’s Committee.
The chairman of the People’s Committee is a Catholic and lives near
enough to the factory to know first-hand about its pollution problems. The
chairman seemed accessible and concerned about the pollution problems,
but also quite circumspect about his power to affect change in a foreign
joint-venture factory. Because of his social ties to the impacted community
members, he appeared more vulnerable to social pressures, and thus more
responsive.

The chairman of the local People’s Committee asserts that the commu-
nity has more influence over the factory than he does (Mr. Viet—6/7/97),
“We cannot fine Dona Bochang. We can only contact them and make sug-
gestions about issues to be resolved. The company is really afraid of bad
publicity. The company does things to appease the peoples’ complaints.”
Another government official agreed, explaining (Mr. Het—10/11/97),
“Peoples’ complaints have a great impact and they play an important role.
The complaints force factories to take action, and they raise environmen-
tal issues for companies built before the Law on Environmental Protection.
Whenever there are protests, the company [Dona Bochang] does some-
thing to appease the people. But then they stop. When there are more pro-
tests, the company makes one more change. They don’t really want to solve
the environmental problems.”

So in the end, the community around Dona Bochang has been able to
mobilize its members, build linkages to the state and media, and conduct
its own “monitoring” of pollution and inspector responses. This has led
to limited successes against a recalcitrant and well-connected foreign firm.
Many of the improvements at Dona Bochang are thus due to the strength,
organization, and persistence of the community. However, it should be
noted that the community on its own was not able to change the company.
Letters and meetings with the factory owners did not result in pollution
reduction. Success came through the community exerting pressure on
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local and national government agencies both directly and through the me-
dia. The community’s linkages to local government officials and outside
reporters were as critical as its own internal cohesiveness to its ultimate
success in motivating state and corporate action.

3.2.2 Living Off Pollution: The Divided Community around Tan Mai
Paper
Just meters beyond the outer wall of Tan Mai paper mill, a thriving indus-
try exists in the shade of coconut trees. In ponds where rice fields used to
lie, local villagers stand chest-deep in wastewater from the paper factory.
Young men strain to lift nets out of the ponds, filled to the brim with the
catch of the day: paper fiber emitted in the mill’s wastewater.

As one part of this community literally lives off wastewater, selling re-
covered fiber to low-grade paper makers in nearby Ho Chi Minh City,
other people pay the price in damaged crops, polluted drinking water, and
dead fish. The Tan Mai case is an example of a divided community that
both depends on the factory’s pollution for income and is injured by its ac-
tivities. Some community members work in the factory. Others complain
of losing an entire year’s crops with no compensation.

Although Tan Mai had been causing pollution since the 1960s, it was
not until the factory increased its production in 1992 that community
members organized as a group to demand recourse for dead fish and dam-
aged crops. Between 1992 and 1996, community members wrote letters to
the DOSTE, the media, and the factory management. The DOSTE inves-
tigated the claims of the community but never showed the results to com-
munity members and never awarded compensation for lost crops or fish.

Most people in the province accept that Tan Mai causes serious envi-
ronmental impacts. The factory managers themselves acknowledge that
they need a new waste treatment system. Even the people who make their
living recovering paper fiber from the wastewater express their concern
about the impacts of the factory’s pollution. Local farmers cannot eat the
rice they produce, using it only as feed for their pigs. Community members
complain of nausea from air pollution; undrinkable well-water; nose, eye,
and skin problems; and lower yields from their fruit trees.

One community member’s story is representative (Mr. Nam—6/3/97),
“Before I grew rice here. It was damaged by pollution so I had to switch to
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raising fish, but the fish also died. In 1995, I lost 350,000 dong worth of
fish. After the fish died I decided to grow vegetables, but even the pigs
couldn’t eat the vegetables because of chemicals, so now I can’t grow any-
thing. How can we return to growing food?” Another community mem-
ber explained, (Mr. Thanh—6/13/97),

In 1992, Tan Mai expanded the capacity of the factory. At that time the wastewater
increased so the wastewater was too much for the pipe, and it flooded the land.
When this happened, the roots of the rice became black. Before we could grow
three crops per year. Now we can only grow one time per year. The yield now is five
tons per hectare per crop. In the past we had 15 tons per hectare per year. . . . The
DOSTE came to inspect and determined there was no pollution in this area. They
took samples, but we never saw the results. They just told us that it was within
standards. . . . I am sure the crops were damaged by pollution. I don’t believe the
results of the DOSTE testing. . . . We are worried about toxics in the rice. I don’t
eat this rice. It is only for feeding to animals. The roots are black, and the rice is
weak. It cannot even stand up straight.

Even the people who collect paper fiber out of the factory’s wastewater
recognize the hazards of the pollution. One man explained how he had
been collecting the fibers since 1985 (Mr. Qui—6/3/97),

I was the first person to start collecting bot giay (paper fibers). At first the factory
complained about my work, but later they decided it was good for them and the
environment. Otherwise everything would go to the river. They don’t support me
but they don’t oppose me. They don’t say anything.

I am not concerned about the chemicals in the wastewater although I stand in it
up to my waist each day. But I am concerned about drinking water. I can’t drink
the water from my well. In this area, only 2 out of 10 wells have drinkable wa-
ter. . . . I have complained about the pollution even though I make money from the
pollution. I complain because the pollution affects my children. I am worried
about the water quality and the smells. I sent a letter to the DOSTE and I have
signed other letters.

I believe the costs of pollution are higher than the benefits. I make about $200
per month from the bot giay. But the factory loses a lot of money. They can’t make
any profit. Because this factory belongs to Hanoi, the factory has a lot of power
and they are not afraid of provincial authorities.

The community around Tan Mai is both physically and emotionally di-
vided. One group of families lives next to the factory’s back wall, collecting
the paper fibers; another group grows rice in fields nearby; a third lives in
company-built apartments on the urban side of the factory; and a fourth
lives in fish-raising houseboats on the river into which Tan Mai discharges
its wastewater. Figure 3.3 shows one of the houses that has flooded its land
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Figure 3.3
Waste fiber recovery outside the Tan Mai paper mill
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to collect wastewater and paper fiber. The Phuong People’s Committee has
a young and dynamic chairman, who is quite open about the environmen-
tal impacts of the factory on the community and equally open about his
frustration with not being able to change the situation. Through this local
official, the community has submitted formal complaints to the factory and
to provincial authorities. But as he explains, “The people in this area have
children working in the factory. They can use electricity and water from the
factory. So of course there are losses and benefits from the factory, so they
don’t want to complain too much” (personal interview—June 6, 1997).

Perhaps because of its divisions, the community lacks leadership to take
action on the pollution outside the official People’s Committee structure.
Attempts to get community members to even sign letters have been frus-
trated. As one community member explained (Mr. Nam—6/3/97),

Pollution impacts all of the families in this area. They all have many complaints but
no one wants to write a letter. The other villagers are afraid that if they complain
the authorities are unhappy about them. People don’t want to be noticed by the au-
thorities. . . . There are several opinions in the community. Some families have
someone working in the factory, so they are afraid to complain about the pollu-
tion. The other is the people who get benefits from the waste, and they don’t want
to complain either.

Tan Mai is owned and managed by central state authorities and is at the
same time under the regulation of the National Environment Agency. Ei-
ther through corruption or a concerted policy, the state has worked to
block criticisms and demands for environmental improvements at Tan
Mai. For instance, after complaints from the community, the DOSTE took
measurements of water pollution at Tan Mai, but they were taken in a way
that covered up the real pollution levels: some samples were actually taken
upstream from the factory, where the water was relatively clean. The
DOSTE then issued a formal memo stating that the factory was in com-
pliance with environmental standards. Virtually everyone involved in this
case (including government officials interviewed) recognize that Tan Mai
is nowhere near compliance with environmental standards, yet this docu-
ment is now accepted as “proof” of Tan Mai’s performance.

The community also lacks ties to government authorities. Tan Mai
Paper is a centrally run state enterprise. So while the Phuong People’s
Committee chairman seemed responsive to community complaints, the
community was unable to advance its interests at the central government



level. A local government staff member explained (Mr. Nghia—6/6/97)
“The Phuong has no power. We cannot fine Tan Mai. We cannot close the
factory. The Phuong only collects complaints and information from the
people and sends it to the appropriate authorities. Because Tan Mai is con-
trolled from Hanoi, the province cannot do much.”

Community members simply seem beaten by the factory and state inac-
tion. As one farmer explained (Mr. Huu—6/4/97), “I have never com-
plained. I am a grassroots person so any complaints will have no effect. I
have a low position and I cannot affect the authorities.” Another shook his
head and worried, “I don’t think the environment will get better until the
problem of corruption is solved.” Community members have thus resigned
themselves to the factory’s continued pollution, admitting that they no
longer write complaint letters as “they have no effect,” “they only result in
DOSTE coming out, measuring, and then disappearing,” and “they get
you noticed by the authorities.” This discouragement is not uncommon.
Other communities I studied also feared that complaints would be ignored
or cause more trouble than they were worth. Nonetheless, some perse-
vered and were sometimes successful.

The community around Tan Mai however, has been unable to overcome
internal divisions and fears to mobilize against the factory. The commu-
nity is endowed with reasonable capacities, including a mix of educated
young members and industrial workers. It even has some connections to
local government representatives. Nonetheless, it has not been able to
forge broader state or media linkages, and its internal divisions have weak-
ened its ability to pressure environmental agencies to take action against
the centrally managed factory.

Then again, perhaps more cohesion would not have much effect. Tan
Mai is, for a number of reasons, an extremely well insulated company. The
government has targeted the paper industry for expansion and is aggres-
sively promoting the three largest pulp and paper mills in the country, in-
cluding Tan Mai. Promotion and protection of Tan Mai thus wins out over
other interests (even tax collection), and blocks local regulation of its pol-
lution. The firm in this case has such strong linkages with the state that vir-
tually no amount of local pressure may be able to motivate stricter
regulation. Recognizing this, community members have given up even sub-
mitting formal complaint letters.
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Tan Mai is a classic example of a divided community, facing an unre-
sponsive state agency, that has given up out of frustration. As one com-
munity member explained (Mr. Truoc—6/4/97), “The people are tired of
complaining. The DOSTE or the People’s Committee comes here, the fac-
tory reduces pollution for several months, then they pollute again.” It may
be that this Hanoi-run factory would not have listened to even the most
mobilized community. But the internal divisions within the community
guaranteed that they could not overcome factory or government resistance
to change.

3.2.3 Lam Thao’s Bitter Tea: The State as Polluter 
A woman in her 60s led me and a group of neighbors to the wastewater
canal they said was the source of many of their illnesses. With the skill and
strength of a lifelong farmer, she dug down several feet into the soil to ex-
pose a leaking pipe. Farther on, several men used a crowbar to pry open
the cement cover of the wastewater pipe to show more leaks and to il-
lustrate how the wastewater had literally burned away the cement cover.
The wastewater is so acidic it often has a pH of 1, and has leached into
the community’s drinking water supply. Even their tea, the lifeblood of the
Vietnamese day, is now bitter. The positive side, one woman joked, is that
they don’t have to add any spices to make sweet and sour soup.

Unfortunately, acid in the wastewater is only one of the environmental
problems faced by the communities living around the Lam Thao fertilizer
factory. Lam Thao, built with Russian assistance in the 1960s, stands as a
looming example of disregard for the environmental impacts of industrial
development. Air pollution from the factory’s production of sulfuric acid
and superphosphate fertilizer carries sulfur dioxide, sulfuric acid, hydro-
chloric acid, hydrogen fluoride, and other toxins to the surrounding villages.

Although community members complain that they have been living
with the pollution since the factory’s opening in 1962, they assert that the
pollution increased substantially in 1992, after the plant was expanded. In
one hamlet, the People’s Committee chair explained “We did not realize
[how bad the pollution was] until the disease rates became high and some
environmental organizations investigated.” He asserts that the death rate
in his hamlet doubled in 1992, the year the factory increased its output
(personal interview—4/18/97).
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Other health problems associated with the factory’s pollution include
“swollen skin, rashes, people losing teeth [they become loose and fall out
from drinking the water]. The rate of cancer has increased recently, and
children have problems with their throats.” A local nurse notes that air pol-
lution has caused high rates of lung illnesses, and “swollen throats are very
common close to the factory” (personal interviews—4/18/97). Pollution
from the factory also regularly damages crops. Water and air pollution kill
rice, banana trees, and coconut trees. Fruit trees that survive gradually de-
crease their yields. Accidental leaks from the wastewater pipe regularly de-
stroy nearby farmers’ crops. One commune alone claims to lose 300 million
dong (approximately $22,000) worth of rice per year to pollution damage.
Figure 3.4 shows damaged banana trees from air pollution from Lam Thao.

Communities around the factory have no problem assigning blame for
the health and economic impacts they face. However, they differ in their
strategies for bringing Lam Thao to task for its actions. There are two dis-
tinct communities near Lam Thao that are affected by the factory’s pol-
lution. Community A is directly adjacent to Lam Thao and is primarily
affected by the factory’s water pollution. Community B is located across
the Red River from the factory and is primarily affected by the factory’s air
pollution. Despite similarities in terms of community cohesiveness, differ-
ences in capacity and linkages strongly affect each community’s ability to
challenge the factory’s environmental degradation.

The members of the community next to Lam Thao—Community A—
are better educated than their counterparts across the river; they hold reg-
ular meetings and have applied direct pressure on the factory, including
letters, demands for meetings with factory managers, and complaints to
government authorities. Some of the workers from the factory live in Com-
munity A, so the community has divisions in opinions and alliances on the
pollution issues. Nonetheless, Community A has been able to mobilize
community pressures and to tap into existing ties to local government of-
ficials. Several of the leaders of the community were formerly employed in
the district and province People’s Committee. Houses around the com-
mune also proudly display certificates declaring their owner’s status as war
heroes, which helps in negotiations with government and Party officials.

Community B, on the other hand, is a much poorer commune, made up
of subsistence farmers, with no electricity in their hamlet, a high incidence
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of child malnutrition, and few connections to the hierarchy of the district’s
People’s Committee. Community B has very weak leadership, seems docile
in the face of even the worst environmental insults, and has only been able
to win small compensations each year, which community members admit
pay for only about 5 percent of their crop losses.

Community B is actually more tight-knit than Community A, with less
migration in or out of the community, and a higher percentage of people
working as farmers. However, despite some divisions in Community A, it
has been much more successful in pressuring Lam Thao to change. Com-
munity A is also much more sophisticated about its legal rights, recogniz-
ing the power of the Law on Environmental Protection in guaranteeing a
community’s right to be protected from pollution or at least compensated
for its impacts. Community A benefits not only from its sophistication but
also from its greater linkages, in this case its more developed ties to provin-
cial authorities. Community B, on the other hand, is both physically and
politically cut off from provincial decision makers. Both communities rely
on the leadership of the local People’s Committee chairman to press their
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cases. The chairman of Community A, however, is much more capable at
pressuring higher state authorities and factory managers.

Based largely on the complaints of Community A, Lam Thao has made
some important changes in its production practices. They first hired tech-
nical researchers to conduct an Environmental Impact Assessment and a
waste audit of the factory in 1995. In the following years they made a num-
ber of the changes recommended, including: installation of a wastewater
treatment system, a dust treatment system, and a circulating pond and
neutralization system (using lime) for wastewater; covering the wastewater
canal with a cement cover; transitioning to a wet method in superphos-
phate production; and replacing pyrite with sulfur. The total cost for these
changes was 8.5 billion dong ($700,000) in 1996 and another 30 billion
dong ($2.5 million) in 1997. The factory now also conducts air monitor-
ing (for sulfur dioxide, sulfur trioxide, and fluorine) two or three times per
shift. They also continuously monitor pH and check biochemical oxygen
demand (BOD) of their wastewater three times per year. Community A has
also been successful in winning compensation from the factory for crop
damage caused by the pollution.

The factory managers assert that they first became aware of environ-
mental issues in 1992 based on health impacts on workers. They were then
alerted to the impacts on community members by local complaints. One
manager noted (Mr. Tuyet—10/13/97), “In the past we didn’t have any
community pressure because awareness was low. Now people know how
to complain. If we have any problems, they complain immediately.” A
more senior manager asserted that the company is taking the complaints
of the community to heart (Mr. Loan—5/27/97), “We know it costs a lot
of money, but otherwise we will be closed. The community will complain
and will force the government to close the factory, or will organize a pro-
test in front of the factory.”

Community A has taken a range of action to motivate these changes. A
community leader explained (Mr. Duoc—5/27/97),

We first complained in 1992. We recognized the environmental problem a long
time ago, but there was no organization working on environment, so we just com-
plained to the district People’s Committee. They did not take it seriously. After the
Center for Environmental Management was established we could complain to
them. . . . We wrote letters to the district People’s Committee and to Vietnam Tele-
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vision. Vietnam Television visited. Other regions are benefiting from the products
of Lam Thao, and we are suffering.

Another member of Community A explained (Mr. Do—4/17/97),

The response began at the grassroots level. People complained to the commune
People’s Committee. The commune People’s Committee wrote letters to the dis-
trict and province People’s Committees. Some individuals wrote letters to various
organizations. . . . The most important factor is the commune pressure on the fac-
tory. Whenever we complain we base it on the environmental law. . . . We have
clear evidence. . . . When crops are damaged, people complain to the People’s
Committee. The People’s Committee reports to Lam Thao. Lam Thao then sends
people out to review the complaint. Then we meet to agree on the compensation.
The highest compensation for our commune has been 25 million dong. . . . We
have also talked to the factory directly many times. We have had many community
meetings to discuss pollution. People only really complain, though for major pol-
lution cases. . . .Lam Thao has a monopoly so they don’t care much about quality
or price. Community pressure is thus the biggest pressure. . . . There needs to be a
mutual understanding between the community and the factory. The community
understands Lam Thao needs to make a profit. And Lam Thao understands they
sometimes hurt the people nearby. From this understanding they can agree on com-
pensation and actions.

A leader of one of the affected hamlets in Community A explained (Mr.
Binh—4/17/97),

We have serious disagreements with the factory. We set up appointments with the
managers but they often won’t meet with us. Sometimes we ask the People’s Com-
mittee to go to Lam Thao to meet with them. In March, after failing many times
to meet the manager of the factory, we made a written complaint to the DOSTE in-
spection division. . . . If complaints to the factory have no effect, we complain to
other authorities. In the future we will try to pressure other organizations to force
Lam Thao to change, like the press, TV and other organizations. . . . The commu-
nity meets one time per month to discuss pollution. I lead the meetings. The com-
munity doesn’t want to get money, it wants to have a good environment. We want
clean water. Now the water is sour, it has a chemical taste, but we still have to drink
it. All we can make is bitter tea.

On the other hand, Community B has been largely unsuccessful in mo-
tivating the factory to reduce its impact. The chairman of the local People’s
Committee explained (Mr. Dien – 4/18/97),

We are seriously affected by the factory, particularly by health impacts. People have
had headaches for the last 10 years. Over 1,700 people in the commune out of
5,200 suffer from headaches. Crop yields are also very low. . . . Each year we get
15 million dong (about $1,250) in compensation paid in fertilizer. We don’t want
this compensation. We would prefer if Lam Thao was moved.
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We did not realize how serious the health impacts were until the disease rates be-
came high and some environmental organizations investigated. . . .

People come directly to the commune People’s Committee to make a verbal com-
plaint. The People’s Committee makes a written complaint to a higher authority.
We only complain through the district People’s Committee. We don’t know what
we will do in the future. . . . If the Environmental law had not been passed, we
would not have received any compensation.

Another member of the community asserted (Mr. Manh—4/18/97),

We have complained many times to the commune People’s Committee, but only
through verbal complaints so far, which is not very effective. We sometimes discuss
pollution during general meetings, but we have never had a separate meeting about
pollution and health problems.

Community B suffers under some of the worst pollution impacts I have
witnessed in Vietnam, including damage to peoples’ health, crops, and
quality of life, but the community has been able to do little to change the
situation. They have never met with the factory, never written letters to
provincial authorities, never written to the media, and of course, never
protested. They basically follow the local People’s Committee’s decisions.
This unwillingness, and really inability, to influence higher level decision
makers is based largely on the communities’ lack of external connections
and lack of sense of power.

Much of Community A’s success has resulted from knowing who to
complain to and using their ties to local government officials to demand
compensation from the factory. The community’s effectiveness at winning
compensations for damaged crops and water supplies has motivated Lam
Thao to invest in solutions that are cheaper than compensation. The com-
munity has documented impacts from the air and water pollution, made it
available to government officials and local media, and demanded official
monitoring of pollution levels and impacts. Community B on other hand,
has waited for the government to analyze the problems and assign fair
compensation.

Conflicts within the state also influence the Lam Thao case. Two ministries
are responsible for promotion and regulation of the factory: VINACHEM,
the Vietnam Chemical Corporation, a division of the Ministry of Industry,
owns and operates the factory; while the Ministry of Science, Technology,
and Environment (MOSTE) is responsible for regulating it. MOSTE’s lack
of autonomy vis-à-vis the Ministry of Industry seriously hampers enforce-
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ment: the Ministry of Industry is strong enough to effectively veto en-
vironmental regulation that MOSTE attempts to advance. Community
members have thus focused their complaints on the provincial People’s
Committee and the DOSTE, demanding local protections from centrally
controlled industry.

The Lam Thao case demonstrates that community cohesiveness is by no
means enough to win environmental improvements, particularly with re-
gard to state enterprises. In this case, the community that is more cohesive
but lacks linkages ends up gaining very little in its struggle for environ-
mental improvements. Community B is cohesive but disconnected, and
unlikely to win anything more from Lam Thao than a few bags of fertil-
izer, an ironic compensation for the pollution it faces. When Community
A combines internal cohesion and external linkages (in the form of con-
nections to higher authorities) it is able to pressure the state and firm to
take action.

3.2.4 Owner as Regulator: Ba Nhat Chemicals
When Mr. Tien left his window open, as people without air-conditioning
are forced to do on hot summer days in Hanoi, within an hour much of his
one-room apartment would be coated with a fine layer of white powder.
For Mr. Tien, a retiree from the government, living next to the Ba Nhat
Chemical factory meant living with calcium carbonate dust, the noise of
grinding rocks at all hours of the day and night, and the respiratory prob-
lems that haunted the neighborhood.

Ba Nhat has been producing chemicals in this area since the 1960s,
when three small cooperatives were merged into a city-owned company
operated by the Hanoi Department of Industry. Output at the small fac-
tory, which employs 200 people, had grown over the years, as had the pol-
lution that rained down on the apartment buildings just five meters from
Ba Nhat’s walls. Figure 3.5 highlights how close residential apartments are
situated with respect to Ba Nhat chemical factory.

Pollution had been serious since at least 1987, when the community be-
gan complaining in earnest about the impacts of the factory’s production.
Over a period of twelve years, community members wrote letters to all lev-
els of the government, including the National Assembly; submitted a let-
ter to the courts; motivated journalists to write articles; and even wrote
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their own articles and paid to have them published. These actions were co-
ordinated by the “Committee Against the Pollution of Ba Nhat,” which
met regularly to strategize about the factory.

The community around Ba Nhat has all of the critical traits necessary 
to motivate action on environmental issues. It is cohesive, has a high tech-
nical capacity, and has good connections to government officials. It is the
best educated of any of the communities I studied, made up of government
employees and current and retired professors from the nearby Hanoi Poly-
technic University. Many people in the apartment complexes next to the
factory have been living there since they were built. Several older people,
including retired professors, participate in the Committee Against the Pol-
lution of Ba Nhat, the first “NIMBY-like” organization in Vietnam that I
know of. Residents are relatively well-off, solidly upper-middle-class by
Vietnamese standards. The community is in an urban area, close to the halls
of power. It even has access to a wealth of damning environmental data.

The community around Ba Nhat is not as unified as rural villages in
Vietnam, but it has nonetheless been able to coordinate actions and strate-
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gies over time. And although the community is largely respectful of au-
thorities and is sure to follow official procedures, people have been willing
to publicly challenge the state. The community also has excellent connec-
tions to different levels of government, partly because of individual com-
munity members’ status and positions, and to the media.

Despite all of these positive attributes, the demands of the community
to clean up or move Ba Nhat were blocked for many years. At different
times, the community’s goals were blocked by Hanoi city politics (because
the Department of Industry was stronger than the Department of Science,
Technology, and Environment), by lack of capital, by state rules on selling
land, by other communities and their NIMBY concerns, and by a belief
that it is not worth spending money on old, dying factories. However,
through sustained community pressure they were able finally to overcome
all of these blockages. Without this pressure, the factory would have likely
remained in place until it collapsed from old age.

Community members were first successful in 1990 in pressuring the
government to commission a study on the factory’s pollution. The results
found that 3,000 people were adversely affected by the pollution, which
included: carbon monoxide emissions seventy times the legal limit, dust ten
times, sulfur dioxide four times, and other toxic gases five to seven times
over the permitted levels (Nguyen 1996). By the early 1990s, virtually
everyone seemed in agreement that the factory was a problem. Every level
of government imaginable had been contacted. Data clearly showed the
factory in violation of environmental laws. Nonetheless, the factory con-
tinued with business as usual.

In response to this inaction, community members in coordination with
the Phuong People’s Committee filed a lawsuit against Ba Nhat. For al-
most a year, the city bureaucracy passed the buck from agency to agency,
essentially killing the suit, but also agreeing that they would consider re-
locating the factory. Another year passed (now 1993) before Ba Nhat an-
nounced that they had found a site on which to relocate.

Unfortunately in 1994, after the factory’s move had been approved by
government officials, the community to which Ba Nhat was trying to move
began fighting the relocation. As Dr. Khien, the head of the Hanoi DOSTE
explained, the “decision of the new location in Mai Dong . . . met with
strong opposition from local institutions, community and companies. As
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a result, Ba Nhat could not move to this place though they had spent
money for a feasibility study” (Khien 1996). In 1995, the head architect
recommended the factory move to a new site in Thanh Tri district. The
Hanoi DOSTE supported this move. However, once again resistance by
the receiving community blocked the move.

One community leader explained the history of community actions (Mr.
Cu—4/19/97),

In 1982 (when I moved here) the area was already polluted, but we started to write
letters in 1987. People met and discussed the problems and wrote letters. We’ve
written more than 100 letters. We’ve written to the city government, to the state
government, to the Ministry of Health, and to the DOSTE. . . . We wrote articles
ourselves and paid to have them printed, and then journalists got interested.
Newspapers play a very important role, combined with complaints from people.

We created a “Committee Against the Pollution of Ba Nhat,” which belongs to
the Phuong People’s Committee. We don’t have regular meetings, but if we have a
specific problem we call a meeting. There are ten people on the committee.

In 1995, the Hanoi PC agreed that the factory was polluting and that it should
be moved. We had three requests in 1995: stop operation; pay compensation for
health impacts; and move the factory outside the city. We don’t care much about
compensation, but we use it as a tool to get the factory to stop producing. We say
they have to pay compensation or stop operating.

DOSTE tells us the reason the factory cannot stop is (1) the government needs
the taxes from Ba Nhat, which is only 10–20 million dong per year; (2) the factory
employs 200 people that need the jobs; and (3) the factory supplies important ma-
terials to other state industries.

The community says “is money more important than health?” Are 200 jobs
more important than 3,000 peoples’ health? The government thinks about money
more than people.

The factory has always said, “We are moving anyway, so there is no need to
improve conditions.” Because the government says they have agreed to change
and to move the factory, we can’t really argue with them. They claim they have lis-
tened to us.

Another community leader discussed the role of outside actors (Mr.
Tien—5/28/97),

The media has been an important factor, showing everyone in Hanoi and the coun-
try about the problem. This has helped to accelerate the process. . . . There has
been a positive effect from the TV and newspapers. We have heard many times that
the factory would be moved—for over three years in fact—but nothing has
happened.

The Phuong People’s Committee supports the community. The district People’s
Committee supports the community. But at the city level, they always answer that
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they will solve the problem, but their enforcement is not strict. The Environmental
Management Division is not powerful enough.

Even facing these long and drawn out frustrations, community members
continued to push for the factory’s relocation. When one strategy did not
work, the community turned to another. Finally, in 1998, after more than
ten years of community complaints, the Hanoi government announced
that it would physically move the factory out of the city center to a rural
area with an existing chemical complex. As one community member ex-
plained (Ms. Anh—2/27/98), “The people are very happy about the deci-
sion to close the factory. They have been fighting for a long, long time. They
now realize that community pressure was effective.”

City government agencies are at the center of the Ba Nhat decision-
making process: the Hanoi Department of Industry (DOI) owns and man-
ages the factory and the Hanoi DOSTE is responsible for regulating it
(although community members complain that responsibility for environ-
mental management of the factory is not well defined). Both agencies re-
port directly to the Hanoi People’s Committee. Within this political
system, the DOSTE is much weaker than the DOI. In fact, until the Ba
Nhat case, the DOSTE had never been able to shut down or move any of
the DOI’s 200 factories, despite repeated promises to do so.

What the community needed and failed for years to find was any lever-
age over the Department of Industry. For state-owned enterprises such as
Ba Nhat, environmental reforms necessarily involve one state agency pres-
suring another to make a change. As the National Environment Agency
does not have jurisdiction over city-owned factories, this case boiled down
to a political battle between the promoters and regulators of Ba Nhat
within the Hanoi city government. Failing to motivate changes in the
Hanoi bureaucracy, community members took their complaints to higher
levels, petitioning the National Assembly and even the prime minister.

Community members have taken a wide range of actions over the last
twelve years. As mentioned, the community wrote its first complaint letter
about Ba Nhat in May 1987. In response, the city government investigated
and determined that the factory’s pollution was not toxic. The community
disputed this finding for two years, sent letters to the highest government
authorities without response, and then finally convened a meeting of sci-
entists and journalists to discuss the issue. Representatives of the People’s
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Committee were present at this meeting and promised action. However,
debates between community members and the Hanoi People’s Committee
continued for several years without any action taken against the factory. The
community nonetheless continued to send letters to government agencies.

DOSTE staff explained in interviews that they had faced a series of
battles to win this decision. Continued (and escalated) community pres-
sures were critical to strengthening the position of the DOSTE and, I be-
lieve, ultimately tipped the scales towards moving the factory. As one
government official explained, “Pollution was the key issue on motivating
the move. There were many complaints from the public, and the National
Assembly representative from Hai Ba Trung [Ba Nhat’s district] worked to
push forward the decision. Ba Nhat is the first factory in Hanoi to be moved
by force because of public pressure” (personal interview—12/26/98).

Clearly community pressure was critical in this case. Ironically, one of
the most significant barriers to moving Ba Nhat has been other communi-
ties blocking its relocation to their neighborhoods. It seems in Vietnam—
as in other countries—it is easier to block new projects than to promote a
change in an existing factory. But over time the community has been able
to overcome even these impediments. As Khien (1996) asserted, “Without
persistence, patience, and efforts of people in the surrounding area, the
matter could have been forgotten easily.” The community has played a crit-
ical role in keeping pressure on the government, applying this pressure to
multiple levels of decision makers, using the media to extend their mes-
sage, and even using scientific analysis to marshal its own evidence on the
pollution. In the end, this cohesive, connected, strategic, and persistent
community did finally win.

Once again, the Ba Nhat case shows that community capacity and co-
hesion alone are not enough, and that linkages are critical but compli-
cated. This is by no means an isolated community, but its connections with
the state were frustrated by other powerful interests for more than a
decade. With little autonomy, the Hanoi DOSTE is almost powerless to
regulate polluting state enterprises that provide jobs and tax revenues to
the Department of Industry. Only connections that were able to invoke
power above the Hanoi People’s Committee, and extensive public pressure
were enough to overcome the dominant position of the DOI.
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3.2.5 Growing Up with Pollution: Environmental Change at Viet Tri
Chemicals
Viet Tri City rises up out of the Red River delta as a testament to Viet-
namese industrial development. The town was created in 1963 as a base
for industry away from the wartime target of Hanoi. Virtually everything
had to be imported to make Viet Tri into an industrial center: technicians
from China and Russia designed and built the factories; workers came from
around the Red River delta to begin the process of proletarianization; raw
materials were floated down to the confluence of the Lo and Red Rivers
where a town was quickly being constructed. Viet Tri is an example of
Vietnam’s development planning—designed to expand industry into rural
areas while maintaining central management.

In the rush to create an industrial complex in Viet Tri—which came to
include a paper mill, a sugar mill, a beer factory, a particle board factory,
a nearby fertilizer plant, and the Viet Tri Chemical factory—little atten-
tion was paid to the environmental impacts of industrial activities. Soon,
Viet Tri became known as the most polluted city in Vietnam, and stories
of the dusty, dirty town spread throughout the country. By the end of the
1980s, Viet Tri’s factories had gained well-founded reputations for being
major polluters, and Viet Tri Chemicals became known as one of the most
egregious polluters in an increasingly “unlivable” city. In 1988, city au-
thorities went so far as to petition for Viet Tri Chemicals to be shut down.

Give this history, it is surprising to learn that by 1993, Viet Tri Chemi-
cals had been “recognized as having made the most positive contributions
to [a] cleaner environment” of any chemical plant in Vietnam (Nguyen
1993). During tough economic times, the factory management succeeded
in securing a loan from the central government that allowed them to sig-
nificantly upgrade their sodium hydroxide production equipment, plant
230,000 trees near the factory, institute an emissions monitoring program,
and train their workers in better environmental practices. Although the
factory had by no means solved all its environmental problems, it signifi-
cantly reduced toxic emissions in roughly four years.

Asked why these actions were taken, the vice-director of the factory
explained simply that the changes were necessitated “by community
pressure.” This is likely an oversimplification, but it does highlight the
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importance of community demands in the transformation of a seemingly
insulated state enterprise. The factory justified its capital investments in
equipment changes by pointing to both economic and environmental ben-
efits. Switching from graphite to titanium electrodes in its electrolysis
process helped the factory substantially reduce its energy costs, thereby
lowering overall production costs. At the same time, the change reduced
lead emissions and accidental releases of chlorine gas. Later, after a round
of particularly vocal community complaints, the company established an
emissions monitoring program.

The community around Viet Tri Chemicals is in general a middle- and
working-class urban community. They are, however, quite diverse. Some
people work in the chemical, paper, beer, and other neighboring factories,
some work for the Viet Tri city government, some are petty traders, and
others raise fish and farm rice nearby. Despite this diversity, and a lack of
obvious connections, the community has been able to develop good ties to
local government authorities and to exert considerable pressure on the
chemical factory.

Because Viet Tri was a planned industrial community constructed in the
1960s, most of the community members moved to the town from other ar-
eas. Viet Tri is thus a relatively young community, which makes it some-
what unique in Vietnam. Nonetheless, the community around Viet Tri
Chemicals has been able to mobilize its members to write letters and even
stage “gatherings” in front of the factory gates.

Living with pollution over the last forty years, the community around Viet
Tri has developed a strong awareness of environmental issues. As one re-
porter noted, “The industrial city of Viet Tri . . . is acknowledged to be so
polluted that state employees are paid a 12 percent premium to compensate
for the risks of living there” (Stier 1996). Half of the workers from the fac-
tory live nearby. The acting director lives only 200 meters from the factory
gates. Community members, including some who work in the plant, have
written numerous complaint letters about the pollution problems to the fac-
tory managers and local People’s Committee. The community around Viet
Tri Chemicals thus has a very high level of awareness, technical knowledge,
and capacity for responding to environmental problems.

Workers were intimately aware of the health impacts of the factory’s
pollution due to a rash of chlorine gas releases in the 1970s and 1980s.
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Groundwater pollution was also hard to ignore, as it contaminated the
wells of many of the workers who lived nearby. The community around
Viet Tri, although including groups with very different interests—work-
ers, managers, farmers, and other residents—is fairly unified on pollution
issues. Awareness, and close connections to the impacts of emissions, have
led the community to exert significant pressure on the factory over the
years. In 1996, when a late-night spill from the factory’s detergent line
killed fish in a cooperative fish pond, community members were at the
factory gates the next morning with evidence and demands for compen-
sation. Several government officials mentioned these spontaneous “gath-
erings in front of the factory” as a major pressure on Viet Tri Chemicals.

The factory has felt the pressure of these community complaints for
many years, as the vice-director explained (Mr. Tuyen—6/24/97),

One time the chairman of the Viet Tri city People’s Committee sent a formal letter
threatening to shut down the factory. This was based on community complaints.

Even before that, we recognized the environmental issues in 1986. We have taken
a number of actions. We have planted 230,000 trees since 1986. We reinforced our
safety regulations. We have increased the environmental awareness of our workers.
And we changed our electrodes.

We have a system of monitoring stations at the weak points in the production
line. . . . We set it up in 1990 because of complaints from surrounding community
members.

Now we have a program to allow community members into the factory. They can
be on teams made up mainly of officials from the Phuong. They come once or twice
per year. The concern of the community is whether the production is causing envi-
ronmental problems. During the visits we explain the real situation to them. They
can tour the production lines.

Every factory wants to have a good reputation with the community around
them. After the fish kill caused by our detergent factory we dug a pond, or really a
settling tank, to contain the wastewater. We also had to pay about 5 million dong
in compensation to the villagers. We built the settling tank because of the com-
plaints from the community members and because we don’t want to pay compen-
sation in the future.

A future incentive for us comes from community pressures. We might be threat-
ened to be shut down and we might be fined by environmental inspectors.

The vice-chief of police of Minh Nong commune asserted that pressure
on Viet Tri Chemicals increased in the 1990s (Mr. Khoa—5/28/97),
“Complaints have been more frequent after the environmental law. I think
the law is a very good thing. If the community had not complained, the fac-
tory would not have changed.”
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One local official explained the formal process for community partici-
pation and advancing complaints (Mr. Loc—5/28/97),

Complaints from the community come out during meetings of voters. So then the
candidates for the election take the complaints to the People’s Council. The voter
meeting takes place twice per year. We also sometimes have unplanned meetings
when a National Assembly member comes to town. Based on complaints from the
community, we prepare complaints to the upper levels—to the city People’s Com-
mittee—and then the city People’s Committee complains to the province.

We have a close relationship with the factory. We organize tours for neighbors
into the plant. Many people go on tours of the plant and notice the performance
of the factory has improved recently. Once per year we organize the tours. We
started the tours in 1995. There was a new election so the people running for of-
fice came up with the idea of tours—of doing something for the community. The
Phuong People’s Committee implements the idea. We also meet with the factory
very often.

Now the factory has a better relationship with the community. Many workers in
Viet Tri Chemicals live in this community.

All the factories in this area have made changes on environmental issues, but Viet
Tri Chemicals has been the most active, because people thought Viet Tri Chemicals
was the main polluter in the area so the most pressure was on them.

This system of public tours of the factory is unique as far as I know in
Vietnam, and interestingly was prompted by community complaints at a
meeting of candidates for local elected office.2 The candidates turned the
idea of touring the factory into a campaign promise that has since been
honored once or twice per year. The factory has also set up a program to
reward workers for coming up with ideas to reduce waste or improve en-
vironmental performance. In 1996, the factory awarded workers a total of
50 million dong (approximately $3,600) for ideas that were implemented.

Community interactions with the factory are not always so amiable. The
vice-chairman of Phuong People’s Committee described more adversarial
processes (Mr. Tho—5/28/97),

People gathered in front of the factory to complain in 1995. Some peoples’ homes
and metal roofs were corroded by air pollution from the factory and some animals
were affected. The smell of chemicals from the wastewater was also very strong.

That gathering was spontaneous because people thought they were seriously af-
fected. The gathering happened after a series of formal complaints received no re-
sponse. The people complained for a long time and got no response.

The community has a high awareness of environmental issues and they think if
they write a formal complaint letter it will help. They sometimes write formal let-
ters and have community members sign them and then send them to the ward, city,
and province People’s Committees.
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A number of specific incidents have fueled the long-term pressure on
Viet Tri Chemicals. One villager who suffered economic losses from the
factory’s pollution when the fish in his pond were killed, explained (Mr.
Dan—6/26/97),

On the morning after the pollution spill we met with the factory. We asked people
from the factory to come to the fish pond to see the dead fish. The cooperative also
came to evaluate. We did not invite the Center for Environmental Management;
the factory invited the Center to inspect. The factory wanted to preempt the inves-
tigation. If the sufferer invites the Center, the case becomes more serious for the
factory.

We estimated the loss from the pollution was 60 million dong. But the factory only
agreed to pay 5.8 million dong. The compensation value was based solely on the
dead fish we could collect and weigh. The factory had many arguments against us.

Figure 3.6 shows some of the fish killed by a pollution release from Viet
Tri Chemicals.

There are also conflicts within the government regarding the factory,
which is a centrally managed state enterprise. The profits from Viet Tri (if
there are any) go to Hanoi, while the problems stay in the community. The
few benefits from the factory accruing to local officials seem to be counter-
balanced by community complaints, and the fact that the factory contin-
ues to tarnish the city’s reputation. It is thus somewhat understandable
that local officials would support the factory’s closure or at least stricter
regulation.

The very real threat of being shut down, driven by both local calls for
the factory’s closure and poor economic performance, has led the man-
agement to take community demands seriously. One manager explained
that the factory’s bad reputation was one reason they were not able to
access government loans. Viet Tri Chemicals thus realized that they could
not respond to pollution complaints by simply building taller smokestacks
or glossing over problems. Instead, the factory chose to upgrade its pro-
duction methods, which helped change the company’s environmental
reputation, and in turn helped the factory access loans, retain workers,
and sell products.

As in other parts of Vietnam, community members in Viet Tri submit
complaints to the local People’s Committee, which then forwards the com-
plaints to the responsible agencies. However, two differences seem to be at
work in this case. First, when community members complain about Viet

Cohesion, Connections, and Community Action 89



Tri Chemicals, it is the factory that has the burden of proof to show it is
not guilty due to long-standing awareness about pollution from the fac-
tory. This is the opposite of virtually every other case I examined in Viet-
nam. For example, in the case of the detergent spill that killed local fish, it
was the factory rather than the community that requested the DOSTE in-
spect the situation. The factory felt it needed data to show it was innocent.
Most factories would be presumed innocent until proven guilty. Viet Tri
Chemicals seems to be the opposite. Second, while Viet Tri Chemicals is a
state enterprise, local government officials have made clear that they are
willing to challenge the central government to resolve problems at the fac-
tory. Local elected officials appear to consider this an issue they cannot
ignore. This cleavage between state agencies provides a political opening
for community demands.

Viet Tri Chemicals shows that SOEs can be regulated under certain cir-
cumstances. A connected community with strong capacities was able, over
a number of years, to put the factory on the defensive. Even though the
community surrounding Viet Tri is diverse in many ways with varied in-
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terests and actors, it was able to mobilize effectively. This is due to both the
severity of the environmental problems, the alignment of local interests—
including of workers—to clean up the factory, and the ability of the com-
munity to find allies within the Vietnamese government. Through changes
in state concerns and conflicts between local and central agencies, a previ-
ously insulated factory became vulnerable to community complaints.
Community members were successful in establishing an effective system of
alarms, and vulnerable factory managers then turned these pollution con-
cerns into pollution prevention strategies that had both environmental and
economic benefits.

Although individual disputes are not always settled to the villagers’ sat-
isfaction, community members say they can see gradual improvements
in the factory. One person who lives near the factory asserted (Mrs.
Nguyen—6/26/97) “I think that the environment has positively changed
in the last few years. The factory now follows regulations and is afraid to
be fined.” Figure 3.7 shows community members who organized to de-
mand compensation from Viet Tri Chemicals.

3.3 Understanding Mobilizations in Vietnam

Both classic studies of social movements and more recent analyses of
“New Social Movements” (including environmental struggles), seek to ex-
plain motivations and processes of community mobilization and collective
action. McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald (1996: 2) for instance argue that
although the literature is quite diverse, “Increasingly one finds movement
scholars from various countries and nominally representing different the-
oretical traditions emphasizing the importance of the same three broad
sets of factors in analyzing the emergence and development of social move-
ments/revolutions . . . (1) the structure of political opportunities and con-
straints confronting the movement; (2) the forms of organization (informal
as well as formal), available to insurgents; and (3) the collective processes
of interpretation, attribution, and social construction that mediate be-
tween opportunity and action.” Essentially, communities take action when
crises occur or political opportunities arise, they mobilize through exist-
ing networks and organizations, and they frame their actions in order to
win support from other community members and the public at large.
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An interesting body of work has been emerging regarding these types of
actions within civil society in Vietnam. This research is challenging tradi-
tional notions of communist state–society relations. Kerkvliet (1995: 415)
for instance, surveys the existing debate around Vietnamese state–village
relations, grouping theorists into three camps: (1) those who believe the
state is all dominating; (2) those who assert the state controls civil society
through various means; and, (3) scholars who believe social resistance is
central to state–village relations. He concludes that the third view is more
and more accepted, as “a prominent theme in the recent history of rural
Vietnam is debate, bargaining, and interaction between the state and vil-
lages.” Thrift and Forbes (1986) arrive at similar conclusions for processes
and controversies over urbanization, showing how communities play a
major role in forcing changes in state policy. Fforde (1993), Beresford
(1988b), Luong (1992), and Fforde and de Vylder (1996) discuss equally
surprising forms of community resistance and state concessions for a
range of economic and political issues.
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Collective action, of course, does not spring from the ether, but is based
in existing institutions and networks—or “mobilizing structures.”3 In
Vietnam these mobilizing structures include state-controlled institutions
such as People’s Committees, nonstate commune and village relations,
churches, kinship relations, NGOs, and mass organizations (such as the
Women’s Union, Youth Union, and Peasant’s Union). Although “civil so-
ciety” appears poorly developed in Vietnam, long-standing social and kin-
ship relations (which have weathered wars and major political changes),
and sophisticated decentralized social networks strengthened during
wartime, serve as the basis for thick formal and informal social institu-
tions. These networks and organizations are critical to collective action in
Vietnam.

The existence or development of a “sense of community” can support
participation in local organizations and political processes more broadly.
As the “social capital” literature attests, groups with high levels of trust,
norms of reciprocity, effective communication, and civic networks are
much more likely to take action than heterogeneous groups with low lev-
els of trust and cooperation. Local movements often depend on these ex-
isting norms and networks to support the transition from individual
complaints to coordinated actions (see for instance, Woolcock 1998, Wool-
cock and Narayan 1999, Putnam 2000). Coordinated actions and com-
munity participation in turn can engender increased awareness of local
problems, shared needs, injustices, and pollution controversies (as in these
cases). It can also lead to an increasing sense of collective power.

The Communist Party has of course attempted to control local politics.
However, it has at the same time been responsive to some local demands.
The state has repressed certain individuals and organizations, but it has
not been able to quell all community action. Even at the height of the
“planned economy,” vibrant markets existed beyond the reach of the state.
As Kerkvliet (1995: 414) notes, “the State is sufficiently ‘mass regarding’
to be at least worried about the peasantry and responsive to persistent re-
sistance.” This concern for stability, combined with the Communist Party’s
own ideology and rhetoric, have been used as resources that allow local
community actors to influence state action.

Local political structures also influence the nature of community ac-
tions. If a political system is closed to citizen participation, local energies

Cohesion, Connections, and Community Action 93



are often directed away from official political channels towards strategies
that disrupt business-as-usual (Tarrow 1996: 44). McAdam et al. (1996:
10) argue further that “insurgents can be expected to mobilize in response
to and in a manner consistent with the very specific changes that grant
them more leverage.” If a political system is relatively open, individuals
may devote more energy to “working within the system” such as through
political parties and lobbying incumbent officials. Public perceptions of
political openness are critical to social responses.

The dynamics of local political authorities and elites also influence pro-
cesses of community mobilization. If local authorities are perceived to be
controlled by external forces, community members are likely to mobilize
in different directions than if they believe decision making is controlled
at the local level. For instance, community members may seek extralocal
allies or target higher-level authorities that can force open the political
process. Also if community members have connections to local elites, such
as members of the Communist Party or People’s Committees, or can find
cleavages in elite alliances, they are likely to mobilize in different ways. As
Tarrow (1994: 17) explains, successful movements “draw upon external
resources—opportunities, conventions, understandings and social net-
works—to coordinate and sustain collective action. When they succeed,
even resource-poor actors can mount and sustain collective action against
powerful opponents.”

Successful movements also “frame” their issues strategically, giving en-
vironmental issues shared meanings and definitions in order to provide
motivations and justifications for action (Zald 1996). As a number of an-
alysts have pointed out, people need to feel both that a problem is “real”
and that it can be collectively solved. Framing helps focus discontent, iden-
tify targets for blame, and create connections between individual problems
and community members (Gamson 1990).

3.3.1 Political Opportunities 
Broad political changes in Vietnam have opened up new space for debate
about government decisions and more specifically about the impacts of de-
velopment. At the highest levels, even the National Assembly is beginning
to look less and less like a “rubber stamp” body, with real debates occa-
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sionally breaking out, and representatives seeming to take their responsi-
bilities more seriously.4 The country’s exposure to the global economy and
to global culture and politics is also having an effect on the society. The
fact that people in Vietnam can now watch CNN or log onto the Internet
is making social and information control much more difficult. Global
opening has also brought with it an influx of international NGOs, aca-
demics and reporters.

Another major political change involves state strategies regarding the
economy. With the transition to “market-oriented socialism,” the state is
assuming new roles in the economy, exercising less control over direct pro-
duction and more control over macroeconomic processes. One of the im-
pacts of these changes is the state’s decreased willingness to subsidize and
protect state-owned enterprises. Some firms are being “equitized”—Viet-
nam’s version of privatization—while others are being forced to compete
on their own. These changes have opened up space for critical assessments
of the costs and benefits of industrial activities and specific state enter-
prises. Community members are more and more able to question the trade-
offs between state subsidies, jobs, and pollution.

The entrance of foreign multinational corporations (MNCs) into the
Vietnamese economy has also opened up space for criticizing industry. In-
dustrialization is no longer considered the panacea for all problems, and
can be discussed separately from national development. The public is well
aware that some firms exploit workers and pollute the environment. The
contradictions between socialist ideology and the lax regulation of foreign
MNCs has opened a political debate in the country.

On the microlevel, new policies and regulations have been promulgated
over the last five years that have created political opportunities for com-
munity actions around the environment. The Law on Environmental Pro-
tection (LEP), the creation of the National Environment Agency (NEA)
and the provincial Departments of Science, Technology, and Environment
(DOSTEs), and a decree on environmental complaints have provided state
legitimacy to community concerns about pollution. The passage of the
LEP has given community members a justification for their actions, and a
belief that the state will respond to complaints. The LEP also seems to have
opened up political space for more general community complaints. As one
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government official noted “before 1994 there were few complaints,” but
after the law was passed, the floodgates opened. The chairman of a local
People’s Committee in Dong Nai explained (Mr. Viet—4/10/97), “There
was a very positive effect from the passage of the Law on Environmental
Protection. It helped to educate people. People became more active after
the law. They realized they had a right to complain.” Community members
stated over and over “The environmental law motivated us to write more
letters” (Mr. Doanh—4/10/97). Political openings are critical for effective
mobilizations.

The creation of the provincial DOSTEs have not only served to establish
local level enforcement mechanisms, but perhaps more importantly, have
also provided a target for community complaints. As a villager near Lam
Thao explained, “We recognized the environmental problem a long time
ago, but there was no organization working on environment, so we just
complained to the Tam Thanh district People’s Committee. They did not
take it seriously. After CEM [the local environmental agency] was estab-
lished we could complain to them.” (Mr. Duoc—5/27/97).

3.3.2 Motivations
As numerous studies have pointed out, individuals and groups are moti-
vated to take action regarding environmental problems for a wide range of
reasons (Szasz 1994, Taylor 1995, McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1996).
Specific insults, broader social contradictions, events that call into ques-
tion the legitimacy of leaders or decisions, and changes in public percep-
tions, all can motivate actions. In these case studies, the main motivations
for community action centered around specific grievances (focused on
economic and health effects of pollution), fears of long-term impacts, and
a sense of moral or political injustice.

Economic costs of pollution are fairly straightforward. Crops are de-
stroyed, yields are reduced, fish are killed, well water is contaminated so
drinking water has to be purchased. Many of the community members I
interviewed could list the specific economic damages attributable to a fac-
tory’s pollution. For instance, villagers near Lam Thao went into great de-
tail about their plots of rice destroyed and yields of fruit trees reduced, and
villagers near Viet Tri counted the dead fish killed by wastewater from the
factory.
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Health impacts, and particularly impacts on children, are the other ma-
jor concern of communities in Vietnam. Although rarely compensated,
health effects are in many ways considered a more legitimate reason to
complain than economic impacts. However, they are also much harder to
prove as we know from debates about illness clusters in the United States
and Europe (Brown 1992). My interviews with community members of-
ten included long and detailed descriptions of health problems people felt
were caused by a factory’s pollution.

Not all types of pollution motivate community action. Pollution that
community members can see, smell, or feel merits the most attention. Air
pollution (which in many ways is a more democratic form of pollution)
generated stronger responses from community members than did water
pollution. Pollution with serious acute health impacts motivates commu-
nity action more readily than pollution with chronic impacts. Community
members are simply less able to evaluate long-term health impacts. People
rarely had information about the toxicology of local pollutants, but they
nonetheless had theories on what the chemicals might be doing to them
and their children. Ecological impacts were rarely mentioned as a motiva-
tion for action unless they resulted in financial costs (e.g., crop loss, fish
kills, etc.).

Some community members were also motivated to act because they felt
their rights had been abused. As one community member asserted, “We
want to feel that the government cares about us. The government hasn’t
shown much care so far” (Mr. Duoc—5/27/97). Community members
clearly assess the costs and benefits of their local factories, and more spe-
cifically who is receiving those benefits, and who is paying the costs. If com-
munity members feel they are receiving few benefits from the pollution
(for instance when workers are shipped in from outside the community
to Dona Bochang), but are paying disproportionate costs, they are more
likely to mobilize. In situations where benefits accrue to some community
members (such as workers and waste recyclers at Tan Mai) community
calculations of costs and benefits change, and mobilizations are much
more difficult.

Some community members also appear to be angered by contradictions
between socialist ideology and current realities of market economics. It is
hard to determine if people believe the rhetoric of the Communist Party,
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or if they simply use it against the government for strategic purposes.
However, whichever it is, numerous community members quoted Com-
munist Party policies and promises when explaining their demands.

3.3.3 Mobilizing Structures
Once community members are motivated to act, they mobilize through
both formal and informal structures. In only one of the cases—Ba Nhat—
did community members actually create a new organization to support
their cause. In the other cases, people worked through existing local net-
works and organizations to advance their complaints. Communities in
Vietnam organize themselves both within, and outside of, official struc-
tures. Whereas many women, for instance, are members of the Commu-
nist Party-affiliated Women’s Union, informal associations of women and
NGO supported women’s groups are also becoming more common.

At least in rural areas, membership in the hamlet remains of utmost im-
portance. In urban areas, except for the newly mobile rich, most people
also have long ties to their street or neighborhood. Most people thus look
to their local People’s Committee for solutions to environmental and other
problems, and submit their complaints either to the hamlet or ward
People’s Committee. These People’s Committees obviously vary. Some are
supportive and open, while others are closed and corrupt. The ward
People’s Committee near Dona Bochang is very different than the People’s
Committee near Ba Nhat in Hanoi.

3.3.4 Framing the Debate
Community members around Dona Bochang recognize that complaining
about dust and soot falling on their houses will win them little sympathy
or action from the government or the managers of the factory. So, as the
factory managers continue to argue that the pollution is harmless, the
community has worked to reframe the problem as a health, accountabil-
ity, and moral issue. More than just working to solve immediate pollution
problems, community members are actually changing the discourse in
Vietnam about industrial development and sustainability.

The first step in framing the debate has involved documenting the pol-
lution. Community members have taken photographs of the black smoke
wafting out of the smokestack and settling as a fine black layer of dust
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across their yards and houses. One family made a video of the pollution
that they provided to the media. Community members have also docu-
mented the health problems in the community they believe are caused by
exposure to pollutants. This process of documenting the pollution and
writing joint letters to the government has served to raise the community’s
awareness about the pollution and to legitimate individual concerns. Com-
munity members have come to a shared analysis of the problem and de-
veloped a set of goals for reducing the pollution. Documenting pollution
trends over time has also raised awareness of the long-term impacts of in-
dustrial development.

The community has also tried to frame the pollution as a failure of the
state to meet its responsibilities. In interviews, community members re-
peatedly criticized the government for not enforcing the Law on Environ-
mental Protection. Letters to the government and the media refer to the
state’s responsibility to enforce the law and to protect people from adverse
impacts of industrial development. As discussed in chapter 6, media re-
ports raise these accountability and responsibility issues, questioning state
agency enforcement practices.

Some community members also frame pollution as a moral issue, de-
crying the fact that the search for profits is outweighing all other consid-
erations. One villager summed up a common concern, “The factory doesn’t
care about pollution because they only think about profits” (Mr. Thanh—
6/7/97). Another argued that the state had lost perspective on the purpose
of industrialization. “Factories are built to serve the people, not to harm
people. If the factory is hurting people it is not meeting its purpose” (Mrs.
Hao—4/10/97). Community members also frame the pollution to ad-
vance more general rights to a clean and healthy environment. By con-
necting individual cases of pollution to broader patterns of ecological and
environmental degradation, community members challenge the trade-offs
inherent in the drive for modernization and industrialization.

3.3.5 Actions
Community mobilizations vary in form and intensity. Some communities
follow official complaint procedures and simply write letters to govern-
ment offices. Others take more militant (and sometimes illegal) actions
such as protesting in front of the offending factory. Some community
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members are clearly reluctant to act outside the bounds of official proce-
dures, yet others show no fear whatsoever. For instance, one community
member at Ba Nhat stated that “Protesting in front of the factory is illegal.
The only legal way is to write complaint letters to the responsible agen-
cies” (Mr. Tien—5/28/97). And while this community has tried many
other tactics, it has never moved to the level of protest. There are a num-
ber of possible explanations for this restraint. It may be a class issue, that
is, it is too risky for middle- and upper-class people to protest as they have
more to lose (in some ways) than poor rural people. It may also be that
peasants feel they have more right to make demands on the state, whereas
urban people are often state employees.

At the same time, residents around Viet Tri explained that when letters
have failed to generate state action, community members have taken their
complaints to the factory gates. These “gatherings” in front of the factory
made both the factory’s managers and the local government officials very
nervous. Other community members have reported actions that sound sur-
prisingly similar to civil disobedience. For instance, two men living near
Dona Bochang explained their plans to block the factory’s wastewater
pipe if the pollution did not stop. “We are waiting for the rainy season. If
nothing has changed we will buy soil and fill in the wastewater pipe to
block it. All the families in the khu pho will block the sewer together. We
will let Dona Bochang know that we are unhappy” (personal interview—
4/11/97). They knew this would be illegal and would likely cause damage
to the factory, but they felt they had no other option to get the attention of
the factory and the government.

A community’s level of trust in the state influences the types of actions
it is willing to take. Some communities seem to have unlimited patience
with the government despite agency failures to enforce legal responsibili-
ties. Other communities seem highly suspicious of state agencies. Many
community members spoke of opaque procedures for environmental reg-
ulation, and of their frustration with never seeing results from government
inspections. Over and over I heard the complaint that “We never heard
back from the DOSTE.” This frustration leads to the impression that the
environmental agency is closed (and/or corrupt), which motivates com-
munity members to look for other avenues of influence.
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When petitioning the state fails, or seems bogged down, communities
often look to the media for support and amplification of their concerns. Al-
though the media is officially controlled by the government, people none-
theless view it as a more sympathetic institution with the power to exert
pressure on state agencies. Often the second step in community actions is
a letter or call to the media, either providing them with details of the pol-
lution impacts or asking them to come out and report on the situation for
themselves.

In letters to the government and media, community members make a
range of requests.5 The first request is always that the pollution, and the
impacts of the pollution be stopped. People want the government to do
something to stop the health impacts they are experiencing, and to protect
them from future economic damage. When there are clear economic im-
pacts, community members also request that the government force the
company to pay compensation. People almost always qualify this request
with reference to their higher priority for a clean and healthy environment.
Community members recognize the dangerous precedent of being paid to
live with pollution. Some community members even argue against com-
pensation, saying “The community wants waste treatment not compensa-
tion” (Mr. Dung—6/2/97). Community members around Ba Nhat use the
demand for compensation as a tactic to put pressure on the firm. The threat
of financial costs are used to motivate the firm to clean up or relocate.

Communities in Vietnam very rarely demand that a factory be shut
down. The imperative of job creation is so great, that even unprofitable
firms are considered too important to close. Essentially the social costs of
shutting down a factory trump all other social or environmental concerns.
Even Ba Nhat, which most outside observers would say should be shut
down based solely on its abysmal technical and economic performance, is
targeted for relocation rather than closure.

3.4 Characteristics of Effective Communities

Community actions often fail to motivate firm actions to reduce pollution.
The Tan Mai case for example, involves a community that has sporadically
demanded pollution reductions, but that has failed to motivate the firm or
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the state to take action to reduce the pollution. However, on the other
hand, Community A in Lam Thao has taken similar actions, and has been
successful in motivating changes. So what makes an effective community?

Although there is no prototypical community that succeeds in pressur-
ing a firm or the state, a number of features of successful communities
stand out, including: cohesion; strong leadership; linkages between the
community and local government authorities; and a sense that the pollu-
tion is unjust. Once mobilized, effective community action is strengthened
by: proof of environmental harm; sustained pressure on the firm and the
state (there are few easy victories); finding means of leverage over a state
agency or ways to make a state agency accountable; use of outside re-
sources to pressure the state or the firm; and continuous monitoring of
firm performance and state actions. Essentially, successful cases involve
communities with strong internal social ties and supportive external link-
ages that forcefully, strategically, and consistently pressure an agency or
firm to take action.

Strong internal social ties are critical to overcoming collective action
problems regarding pollution. Social cohesion is at the heart of successful
community organization and action. Shared interests, shared identities,
and the community’s history of organization all play a role in the commu-
nity’s level of unity. Organization and mobilization are also influenced by
the social background of community members and the ability of the com-
munity to overcome collective action problems. Vietnam’s socialist past,
and the system of local People’s Committees, has strengthened this social
cohesion. As Fforde and de Vylder (1996: 49) argue, “It is almost impos-
sible to overestimate the importance of [the local collective] to Vietnamese
society.”

Table 3.1 presents some basic demographic information on the case
study provinces. Ba Nhat is located in Hanoi, Dong Bochang and Tan Mai
in Dong Nai province, and Lam Thao and Viet Tri in Vinh Phu province
(which became Phu Tho province during the study).

As table 3.1 shows, Hanoi is the most urban and wealthiest province in
the study, but also the most unequal in income distribution. Vinh Phu is the
poorest province, but also the most homogenous as it is largely rural with
fairly even income distributions. Dong Nai is a formerly rural province,
with low educational attainment, that is fast industrializing. This is leading
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Table 3.1
Community Demographics

Vinh Phu/
Variable Nation Ha Noi Dong Nai Phu Tho* Source

Population in 2000 77,916.0 2,736.0 2,039.0 1,273.0.* 1
(in ’000)
% Urban in 2000 23.9 57.8 30.8 14.1* 1
Population density 219.0 2,556.0 119.0 357..0* 2
in 1997
Persons/km2
Per capita income 226.7 379.3 324.2 180.9 3
in 1996 ’000 Dong
Lowest quintile of 78.6 89.2 78.7 61.4 3
Income ’000 Dong
Highest quintile of 574.7 941.5 747.2 401.5 3
Income ’000 Dong
Difference between 496.1 852.2 668.5 340.1 3
lowest and highest 
quintiles (1000 Dong)
% Enrollment of 7.0 10.1 1.9 11.4* 3
children under 3 yrs 
in nursery school
% Enrollment in upper 28.2 56.4 28.9 35.3* 3
secondary school
% Households using 95.6 30.7 57.3 4
electricity
% Households with 5.1 0.6 0.2 4
running water
% Owning Television 44.5 32.8 24.7 4
% Owning Radio 44.1 43.9 48.4 4
% Owning Motorcycle 17.5 22.0 6.9 4

Notes: *Vinh Phu province was split into two provinces—Vinh Phuc and Phu
Tho—in 1996. Data marked with an asterisk are for Phu Tho province. Data with-
out an asterisk are for Vinh Phu province.
1. General Statistical Office. 2001. Statistical Yearbook 2000. Hanoi: Statistical
Publishing House.
2. General Statistical Office. 1998. Statistical Yearbook 1997. Hanoi: Statistical
Publishing House.
3. General Statistical Office. 2000. Figures on social development in 1990s in
Vietnam. Hanoi: Statistical Publishing House.
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to growing gaps in wealth and income in Dong Nai, with ownership rates
of motorcycles one clear indicator of new wealth.

These general demographics are important indicators of community re-
sources, capacities, and homogeneity. However, the specific case study
communities also vary in their levels of cohesion and linkages to external
powers. Although these factors are much harder to measure, table 3.2 pro-
vides a general assessment of key characteristics of the communities based
on the case study research, and in particular, on an analysis of their effec-
tiveness in mobilizing for environmental improvements.

In the cases in which the communities had basic capacities, were rela-
tively cohesive, and had linkages to the state (Dona Bochang, Viet Tri, and
Ba Nhat) the community was successful in pressuring for pollution reduc-
tions. However, even with these characteristics, changes can be blocked or
delayed for many years by powerful state interests. And a lack of cohesion
(Tan Mai) or linkages (Lam Thao Community B) can impede a commu-
nity from successfully organizing for pollution reductions.

The community around Dona Bochang appears to be much more cohe-
sive than the other communities I studied. The community has moved be-
yond traditional kinship ties, or historical networks, forming a collective
consciousness and cohesion. This may be explained as Woolcock (1998)
asserts, by the fact that “integration” or “social capital” is high in groups
with distinct cultural differences from the mainstream, those that are en-
gaged in regular conflicts with more powerful groups, those suffering a
high degree of discrimination, and those with a high degree of internal
communication. The Catholic community around Dona Bochang fits most
of these criteria.

Social connections of course are not all equal or beneficial. Certain con-
nections can lead to corruption and nepotism, particularly in the case of
local-level enforcement of laws. Close connections between factory man-
agers and workers, such as at Tan Mai, can serve to block action against a
firm. Ties within the Tan Mai community are not enough to overcome
these connections. In order to balance potentially corrupting forms of lo-
cal level ties, a number of analysts have argued that it is necessary to build
connections to external sources of power. Woolcock (1998: 24) for in-
stance asserts that “high levels of integration, can be highly beneficial to
the extent they are complemented by some measure of linkage.” As he
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explains in regards to development dilemmas, “the initial benefits of in-
tensive intra-community integration, such as they are, must give way over
time to extensive extra-community linkages” (1998: 25).

Effective communities thus foster ties to extralocal actors. For example,
community members around Dona Bochang have developed relationships
with reporters, and community members around Ba Nhat have connected
with members of the National Assembly. These linkages to extralocal ac-
tors are critical to amplifying community demands and increasing the com-
munity’s political leverage over other actors. Connections to an agency in
the state (even if it is not an environmental agency) may be critical to
efforts to advance community demands within the government. For in-
stance, community members around Viet Tri have successfully leveraged
connections to the city People’s Committee into pressure on the managers
of Viet Tri Chemicals. As Evans (2001: 20) notes, “communities . . . do
not necessarily have to ‘capture the state’ in order to elicit favorable re-
sponses from public institutions. Creating alliances with the specifically
relevant parts of the state may be sufficient.” Which means that “Mobilized
communities can have an impact in particular arenas of deliberation and
decision-making within the state, even if the state as a whole is focused on
other agendas” (p. 21).

Individuals obviously matter in community organization and mobiliza-
tion. Individual skills, willingness to take risks, charisma, and commitment
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Table 3.2
Characteristics of Communities

Capacity Cohesion Linkages Outcomes

Ba Nhat High capacity Cohesive Linkages Success after
many years

Dona Bochang Medium capacity Cohesive Linkages Success

Tan Mai Medium capacity Strong divisions Some linkages Failure

Lam Thao Low capacity Some divisions Linkages Partial
Community A success

Lam Thao Low capacity Cohesive No linkages Failure 
Community B

Viet Tri Medium capacity Some divisions Linkages Success after
many years



all play a role in leading community members to act. The most successful
communities have some form of leadership. Leaders are responsible for
mobilizing other community members and for developing the strategies
that determine the success or failure of a campaign. Smart leaders mobi-
lize broad public support and build alliances with elites, workers, and the
media.

3.5 Limits to Community Action

Community actions can also fail. Divisions within the community, poor
organizing, ineffective strategies, and the inability to find leverage over a
recalcitrant state agency, all stand in the way of effective community ac-
tion. Communities can also be arenas of conflict, and otherwise incapable
of mobilization. In the case of Tan Mai, the split between those who ben-
efit from the factory and those who pay the costs of the pollution is enough
to block cohesive community action.

Some firms are particularly adept at capitalizing on these divisions.
Firms can pay people off, threaten a community with capital flight, or at-
tempt to discredit the antipollution contingent with other community
voices. For example, as one government official explained, “Lam Thao is
very active in settling complaints. They go directly to communes and ne-
gotiate compensation. So now the most affected communities don’t com-
plain. Sometimes Lam Thao tries to bribe commune leaders. But bribery
in some situations does not work if the problem is too severe” (Mr.
Hung—6/27/97). Dona Bochang has also attempted to hire community
activists to work for the company.

It is often difficult for community members to sustain campaigns over
long periods, leading to community initiatives being defeated simply by
time and attrition. Firms almost always have the resources to outlast com-
munity members. Conversely, community members sometimes give up af-
ter winning a small victory or after an immediate goal is met. Limited
victories can have a demobilizing effect. For instance, it will be interesting
to see if the community around Dona Bochang will be able to continue its
mobilization and successfully pressure for a resolution to the water pollu-
tion problems, or whether they will be demobilized.
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Communities also sometimes come up against powers they simply can-
not influence. Vested interests (for instance in expanding industrial activ-
ity or protecting existing firms) often work to block environmental
initiatives. Local government agencies are sometimes unresponsive to lo-
cal pressures, and corruption at the local level can stymie even the best-
organized efforts to pressure the state or a firm. When decisions about
production and pollution are made extralocally, it is extremely difficult,
and sometimes impossible, to influence these decisions at the local level.

Communities can also sometimes mobilize against each other. In the Ba
Nhat case, people living in the community where the factory was to be
moved complained forcefully and pressured the Hanoi People’s Commit-
tee to block the move. One community’s mobilization can block another’s
best efforts.

Even when communities organize successfully, there are limitations to
what they demand and achieve. With little data and no training, commu-
nity members often end up only complaining about localized, short-term,
acute impacts of pollution. This type of pollution likely accounts for a sig-
nificant portion of industrial pollution in Vietnam at present. Nonetheless,
this focus severely limits the range of environmental issues that become
priorities for state action. Furthermore, with no knowledge of technical al-
ternatives, communities tend to push for pollution control rather than pre-
vention simply because their main concern is stopping local emissions.

3.6 Conclusions

The ultimate concern of community members is whether or not they are
successful in reducing an environmental hazard. The question of whether
communities mobilize is thus only a precursor to the more important ques-
tion of whether pollution is reduced.

Different forms of community mobilization result in varying state and
firm responses. Communities can interact with state agencies and firms in
a purely adversarial manner, they can work through state-organized and
facilitated processes (some of which are effective and some of which are
corrupt), or they can submit to state-dominated processes that allow little
opportunity for grassroots participation. The case studies indicate that
one promising mechanism for pollution reduction in Vietnam involves
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communities both pressuring and coaxing the state to regulate a firm. Ad-
versarial actions are sometimes needed, as are cooperative relations.

The right types of community pressure on the state can serve multiple
purposes. They can act as a check and balance on state action and inac-
tion, they can shine a spotlight on corruption, and they can strengthen a
community’s position for future struggles. As Woolcock (1998: 8) argues,
“a broadly participative civil society not only contributes the ‘checks and
balances’ on government action, but provides citizens with the organi-
zational skills and information they need to make informed decisions.”
And most importantly, community action can help to motivate regulation
where before it was ineffective. As one community member summarized
(Mr. Doanh—4/10/97), “Community complaints with the support of the
government can make a factory change.” The process of making a factory
reduce its pollution is obviously complicated. We turn now to these firm
dynamics.
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Activists and academics have fairly clear expectations of how multinational
firms such as Nike respond to state and public pressures. An underlying
market logic is assumed to guide profit-maximizing, brand-sensitive firms
in their responses to environmental, labor, and other regulations, as well
as to public concerns. And although western firms often diverge from this
logic, firms in Vietnam are even harder to predict. In fact, different types
of firms with varied decision-making processes and incentives, appear to
respond quite differently to environmental issues, challenging existing
conceptions of state–firm relations, and ultimately of how regulatory pro-
cesses work on the ground. For firms in Vietnam, regulations and “market
signals” are tied up with broader dynamics.

Beneath statistics on GDP growth, imports, exports, and industrial out-
put, lies a complex story of Vietnamese industry. State policies and plans,
individual investments, product changes, innovations, firm reinventions,
equipment breakdowns, and financial losses, make up the messy reality of
Vietnamese industrial development. In the state sector, firms that lose money
year after year remain in business. Loans that should go to productive in-
vestments are diverted to seemingly doomed enterprises. Technology that
should be in a museum remains in operation. And the government contin-
ues to subsidize unprofitable, polluting factories, which on the whole pro-
vide very few jobs.

Viet Tri Chemicals is but one example. In a different country, the factory
would probably have been shut down long ago. The company loses money
selling its main products, and the production of these unprofitable chemi-
cals causes serious pollution. Instead of being shut down, however, Viet Tri
Chemicals recently received a new lease on life. In 1998, the government
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extended import tariffs on foreign chemicals to protect the company’s
markets. Even with these protections, the company still cannot compete
against imports and will likely stop producing basic chemicals in the near
future. The factory’s manager hopes to reinvent the company as a cosmet-
ics manufacturer, a plan only slightly less unlikely than the strategy of an-
other state chemical company (currently producing fertilizers) to diversify
into champagne production.

The “private sector” in Vietnam is equally perplexing. Foreign multi-
national corporations (MNCs) form joint ventures with state-owned en-
terprises, blurring the lines between private and state control. MNCs that
are staunch capitalists hire well-connected Communist Party members to
assist in their business dealings. Saturated markets are entered based on as-
sumptions of the long-term growth potential of the Vietnamese economy.
One example is the fourteen foreign auto companies that raced to set up
factories in Vietnam with a combined capacity of over 200,000 cars per
year. Vietnamese consumers purchased only about 13,000 of these cars in
the year 2000.

Clearly Vietnam is a country where economic analysts operate at their
own peril if they assume markets function according to neoclassical theo-
ries or that actors always maximize profits. Instead, complex and some-
times contradictory dynamics influence industrial decisions during the
country’s transition process.

Although this study focuses on a subset of industrial development deci-
sions, those related to environmental impacts, these decisions are some-
times even more difficult to evaluate and understand than direct production
decisions. Environmental decisions are often integrated into broader pro-
duction strategies and are thus difficult to separate from other pressing con-
cerns. Firms attempt to resolve environmental issues as they struggle to
compete, survive, or expand. Many firms also often shirk environmental re-
sponsibilities, bury environmental duties deep within their bureaucracies,
or seek to externalize environmental issues altogether. However, when mo-
tivated, some firms do take actions to respond to environmental pressures.
And when pushed far enough, some of these firms move beyond claims,
promises, or taller smokestacks, to actually resolve pollution problems.

Vietnam provides an interesting context for examining how different
types of firms, with different motives and internal decision-making proce-

110 Chapter 4



dures, respond to environmental concerns. Some firms are innovators,
turning environmental challenges into opportunities for product and pro-
cess improvements. Most, however, require significant external pressure to
motivate even the smallest actions to reduce pollution. In responsive cases,
at some point, due to a combination of internal and external dynamics,
firms evaluate (or reevaluate) the costs and benefits of business-as-usual,
and decide to make environmental improvements. Is it regulation that
drives this recalculation of costs? Fines and compensations? Consumer
pressures? The perception that in the long-term pollution reduction will
cost less than the liabilities of pollution? Or is it simply the environmental
awareness and concerns of factory managers?

This chapter reviews how the case study firms respond to pressures for
pollution reduction, focusing on two main issues: (1) what motivates firms
to take action; and, (2) what capacities are needed for firms to respond ef-
fectively. Motivations include both external pressures (such as market
competition, state regulation, community pressures, and NGO cam-
paigns) and internal decision-making processes. Capacities include both
resources and processes, that is, both technical and managerial capabili-
ties and the decision-making processes that allow a firm to overcome bar-
riers to pollution reduction. The cases provide insights into the capacities
needed to turn motivations into actions, and to overcome technical, orga-
nizational, and financial barriers to environmental improvements.

4.1 Firms in Vietnam

Vietnam is undergoing simultaneous economic and political transitions
that directly influence industrial activities and the structure and strategies
of industrial enterprises. Firms are assuming multiple forms and employ-
ing varied strategies as the nature of the market has shifted over the last
several years. Even individual firms can sometimes take on multiple identi-
ties. This research examined four types of firms: (1) centrally managed state-
owned enterprises (SOEs); (2) locally managed state-owned enterprises; 
(3) foreign-owned firms; and (4) joint-venture firms (jointly owned by the
Vietnamese government and a foreign firm). These firms vary in more than
just ownership. They also vary in strategies, management procedures, in-
centive structures, stakeholders, and responses to environmental concerns.
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4.1.1 State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs)
State-owned enterprises (SOEs), a dying breed of firm around the world,
represent not only the past, but also if the government has its way, the fu-
ture of Vietnamese industrial development. These firms reflect state power
in the economy, and are as much part of a political as an economic strat-
egy. The Vietnamese government is interested in expanding the state sec-
tor both for employment purposes (which has a political component), and
to strengthen the state’s overall role in the economy. Vietnam’s “socialism
with a market orientation” places a high priority on state participation in
productive activities.

Over the last thirty years, government bodies, primarily line ministries,
made almost all decisions regarding large-scale industrial activities. Con-
trol over production was divided between state (central versus local) and
nonstate (private and cooperative) enterprises. Product mixes and quanti-
ties of outputs, as well as the specifics of technological and resource inputs
into production were determined by the Ministries of Industry. Capital al-
locations were proposed by the Ministries of Industry and approved by the
Ministry of Finance. The largest SOEs, which primarily focused on heavy
industry, were controlled from Hanoi. In 1992, the state sector accounted
for 74.4 percent of the value of industrial output, cooperatives accounted
for only 2.4 percent, and the private sector contributed 23.2 percent of in-
dustrial value. By 2000, this distribution had changed significantly as the
state-owned sector’s contribution to industrial output had fallen to only 46
percent. However, while the total number of state enterprises is shrinking,
the enterprises that have survived are increasing their output (EIU 2000b).

The promotion of State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) remains a central
concern for the government. The Prime Minister recently announced plans
to reorganize and consolidate SOEs to make them more efficient and to
maintain their leading role in the economy. This is basically an extension
of past policies to support SOEs through soft loans, implicit subsidies,
preferential export licenses and access to land, and other support policies.
The government continues to protect sectors such as cement, steel, paper
manufacturing, sugar refining, and car assembly through tax and tariff pol-
icies. At the end of 1997, there were 560 centrally run, state-owned indus-
trial enterprises employing approximately 400,000 workers.
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In 1994, the government restructured the management of centrally run
SOEs into General Corporations. The creation of General Corporations
was designed to rationalize SOE management, to eliminate line ministry
control over enterprises, and to realize economies of scale. Approximately
twenty General Corporations have been created including corporations
for oil (PetroVietnam), coal (VINACOAL), textiles (VINATEX), chemicals
(VINACHEM), steel, cement, machinery, paper, telecommunications, and
air transport. The government is now considering establishing other “eco-
nomic consortia” in sectors such as electricity, telecommunications, and
petroleum that would, if successful, become essentially Korean-style chae-
bol conglomerates (EIU 2000b).

Many smaller SOEs are scheduled to be restructured or “equitized” in
the coming years—a process in which they are partially privatized through
the creation of stock companies. The government’s equitization policy was
established in 1993, but it was not until 1998 that the process really took
hold. Of 1,590 SOEs located in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, 606 were
slated to be equitized. Nationwide, the government has a target for the
year 2005 of equitizing 1,300 small SOEs, selling or leasing another 500,
merging 350, and dissolving or declaring bankrupt 368 firms.

The SOE structure comes directly out of past policies and Vietnam’s im-
plementation of essentially a Soviet model of industrial development and
modernization. From the 1960s to the mid-1980s, government develop-
ment plans focused primarily on the promotion of heavy industry, which
received the overwhelming majority of state funds. Key industries included:
iron and steel, chemicals and fertilizers, cement, coal, vehicle manufacture,
machinery production, as well as selected light industries such as food-
stuffs and textiles.

In the past, control over industry and the stated objectives of government
planners motivated factory managers to focus primarily on meeting pro-
duction targets. Profits, in the capitalist sense, were not a critical factor in
production decisions, although accumulation of surplus was a stated ob-
jective. In SOEs, profits were separated from production decisions, so that
political objectives could drive decisions on what to produce and in what
quantities. Resource inputs were priced through planning decisions or con-
sidered “free” goods (such as water), resulting in a general atmosphere of

Plans, Profits, and Pollution Decisions 113



inefficient use of resources and ineffective production methods. Environ-
mental considerations were rarely included in production decisions.

As analysts have noted (Beresford and Fraser 1992: 10–12),

The traditional socialist economy has inbuilt mechanisms leading to enormous
waste of resources and inhibition of technical change, both of which clearly have
important implications for the environment. . . .Moreover, “nature” (water, air,
minerals and vegetation in its uncultivated state) is regarded in traditional social-
ist theory as a free resource. This means there is virtually no accountability of the
enterprise for the quantity of inputs used up in production. Because capital is cheap
and readily available for . . . high priority industries, maintenance is poor and ma-
chinery gets run into the ground, which results in it working inefficiently, wasting
more energy and raw materials and producing more pollution. . . .There is no in-
centive to introduce innovations which would result in less wasteful use of raw ma-
terials and energy, or reduce pollution.

Under this system, capital was rarely reinvested in production technol-
ogies or in improving efficiencies. Wars and past technical assistance from
Russia, China and the US, created a network of factories that use technol-
ogies of drastically different vintages and qualities, many dating from the
1950s and 1960s. As a result, Vietnamese SOEs are now left employing
very old, often obsolete manufacturing technologies. Pollutant emissions
from industry in Vietnam are very high relative to state-of-the-art or even
average international production technologies. Worker health and safety
conditions are also quite severe throughout Vietnamese industry. A recent
survey of working conditions showed that approximately 60 percent of
workers were exposed to polluted air, excessive noise, and high tempera-
ture conditions in the workplace (Ministry of Health 1998). Although
very little capital was reinvested in the maintenance or upgrading of pro-
duction equipment in factories, even less seems to have been invested in en-
vironmental or worker protection measures.

Under Vietnam’s economic reforms, subsidies to SOEs have been dras-
tically reduced. Access to capital is now one of the most important issues
facing SOE managers. Although certain SOEs still receive some special
privileges on access to capital, competition for scarce funds has become in-
tense. The cost of capital has risen rapidly (particularly compared to a pre-
vious situation of grants for factories). Capital is now often only available
for investments that increase productive output and sales in the short-
term. Factories receive loans if they can demonstrate that investments will
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have strong short-term returns. A tacit constraint on capital thus exists to
exclude investments in pollution control equipment or longer-term invest-
ments in pollution prevention technologies.

SOE incentives and goals are also changing. Ministerial and external
pressures are driving a transition from focusing on output, to focusing
more on profitability. Competition based on price and quality—the new
bottom-lines for industry—is creating pressure to lower costs and improve
product quality standards. A new focus on export-oriented production is
also driving demand for new production technologies. This moderniza-
tion of Vietnamese SOEs is making them more efficient, and driving them
to expand their production and resource use.

Locally managed state enterprises—those owned and operated by the
People’s Committee at provincial, city, district, and ward levels—are go-
ing through an even faster transition. The total number of local SOEs con-
tinue to fall as firms are closed or equitized. In 1987, there were 2,475
locally run SOEs. But by 1996, there were only 1,327 still in business. Here
again, although total numbers of firms are decreasing, employment and
output in this sector of the economy has shown growth of approximately
10 percent per year over the last several years, accounting for 17 percent
of industrial output in 1997.

This transition, however, is hardly complete. Some SOEs still operate as
if they are above the law and outside the market. For example, as one lo-
cal government official complained, “because Lam Thao is state-owned, it
feels it doesn’t have to comply with government regulations.” Tan Mai’s
decisions were explained by another local official who said, “because the
factory belongs to Hanoi, the factory has a lot of power and they are not
afraid of provincial authorities.”

4.1.2 Multinationals and Joint Ventures
Vietnam has had a long and complicated relationship with foreign “in-
vestors.” Russia and China provided “aid” during the American and
French wars in the form of assistance in building factories. Lam Thao Su-
perphosphates was built by the Russians, and Viet Tri Chemicals was built
by the Chinese in the 1960s. U.S. aid agencies and multinational corpora-
tions similarly supported the industrialization of South Vietnam during
the war. Tan Mai Paper was built by a U.S. firm in the 1960s.
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Since 1990, the Vietnamese economy has come to depend increasingly
on external investments in the form of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)
and official development assistance (ODA). Almost 40 percent of total
investments in Vietnam now come from external sources (UNDP 1999).
Until the Asian economic crisis began, Vietnam was one of the hottest in-
vestment locations in the world. Over $14 billion in FDI has been dis-
bursed in Vietnam in the last ten years, with over 2,500 foreign-funded
ventures approved by the government. Ho Chi Minh City alone has been
pledged over $10 billion in FDI. FDI projects now account for 9 percent of
Vietnam’s GDP, and as of 1998, over $36 billion in capital had been
pledged for current and future projects.

In 1987, the government passed the Foreign Investment Law that sought
to facilitate investments in industrial development. Initially, most invest-
ments took the form of joint ventures. In the last few years, however, it has
become increasingly common for projects to be 100 percent foreign
owned. Output from foreign firms increased by over 20 percent per year
between 1995 and 1998. From a tiny beginning in 1988, FDI has grown
to account for almost 29 percent of industrial output.

It should be noted however, that FDI commitments decreased by 46 per-
cent in 1998 due to the Asian economic crisis. In order to respond to this
downturn, to improve the environment for investment, and to respond
more generally to complaints from foreign investors, the government re-
cently announced a range of measures (Decree No. 10 and Directive No.
11) to help speed the implementation of FDI projects. These include mea-
sures to simplify administrative procedures for foreign investors, lower
land rents, and to institute a more even pricing system regarding salaries
for employees of foreign invested businesses, prices for power, water and
telecommunication services.

A new batch of MNCs has led the recent charge into Vietnam. As table
4.1 shows, corporations from countries such as Singapore, Taiwan, Japan,
South Korea, and Hong Kong are the leading investors in Vietnam. Two of
the case study firms were established by these regional MNCs. Dona
Bochang was established by a Taiwanese firm, and Tae Kwang Vina was
built by a Korean firm. Five of the six case study firms have thus had some
support from foreign advisors or investors.
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Foreign investments have been concentrated overwhelmingly in manu-
facturing, with over 47 percent of capital dedicated to industrial projects.
Hotels and tourism are the second largest sector representing 26 percent
of investment capital. Industrial parks rank third with 13 percent of capi-
tal investments. Thus, fully 60 percent of foreign investments are focused
on manufacturing or infrastructure to support manufacturing.

Almost all foreign investments in the early 1990s were in the form of
joint ventures (JVs) with state-owned enterprises. The Vietnamese gov-
ernment was interested not only in attracting foreign investment, but also
in fostering technology transfer, and in building the capacity of SOEs.
Joint ventures usually involved the Vietnamese side providing the land,
and the foreign side providing virtually everything else, resulting in a 70–
30 split (70 percent foreign-owned and 30 percent Vietnamese). Foreign
MNCs agreed to these arrangements as the price of entering a still highly
controlled Vietnamese market. These joint ventures however, were often
not very joint. As a director of Coca-Cola in Vietnam complained (per-
sonal interview—April 4, 1997), “We provide the money, the technology,
and the management experience. The Vietnamese provide the land and the
bullshit.” Recently, Coke bought back the Vietnamese partner’s 30 percent
share of the venture to become 100 percent foreign-owned.
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Table 4.1
Foreign investment in Vietnam

Country Number of projects Capital (Million dollars)

1. Singapore 236 6,740
2. Taiwan 618 4,970
3. Japan 301 3,800
4. South Korea 260 3,140
5. Hong Kong 201 2,680
6. France 108 1,800
7. Malaysia 58 1,369
8. United States 70 1,230
9. Thailand 78 1,109
10. British Virgin Islands 55 1,089

Sources: Business Times Singapore (2/1/01) and Vietnam Investment Review
(2001).



More and more MNCs are doing just this or establishing themselves at
the outset as 100 percent foreign-owned. These are primarily manufactur-
ing enterprises focused on production for export, and are located in in-
dustrial parks so they do not need to purchase land. Management disputes
and corruption are also driving this trend toward 100 percent foreign own-
ership and management.

Most analysts assume that MNCs are more efficient than state-owned
enterprises and Vietnamese private firms. With better technology and
more advanced management practices, MNCs are also assumed to be less
polluting. However, evidence from Vietnam and other countries in the re-
gion (see Aden, Kyu-Hong, and Rock 1999) indicates that this is not nec-
essarily the case. Many of the early foreign investors in Vietnam imported
secondhand equipment for their factories. This equipment, while new to
Vietnam, was old and highly polluting, and often did not meet environ-
mental standards.

Although more efficient managerially, MNCs may also be more exploi-
tive than local firms. Some MNCs, for instance, seem to show little con-
cern for the Vietnamese environment or the long-term sustainability of
their operations. Taiwanese and Korean firms in particular have been the
focus of criticisms in the Vietnamese press for their disregard for the ad-
verse impacts of production.

4.2 Case Study Firms

The six case study firms I analyzed include centrally and locally managed
state-enterprises, a joint venture, and a 100 percent foreign-owned firm.
These firms vary significantly in not only their ownership structures but
also their management systems, environmental staff, access to capital and
technology, markets for their final products, relations to the state and lo-
cal communities, and costs of compliance and noncompliance. And most
importantly for this study, they vary in how they respond to regulatory and
community pressures.

4.2.1 Dona Bochang Textiles
As mentioned, Dona Bochang Textiles company is a Taiwanese-run
jointventure established in 1990 that exports over 80 percent of its prod-
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ucts to other countries in Asia. Seventy-five percent of the capital for the
venture comes from the Bochang Group, a Taiwanese conglomerate that
operates four different businesses in Vietnam. The remaining 25 percent of
the company’s ownership is divided equally between the Dong Nai People’s
Committee and the Color Rubber Company (a provincial state-owned
enterprise).

All of the equipment for the factory was imported from Taiwan, some
of it new, but much of it secondhand. The Vietnamese side of the venture
provided only the land and the government contacts for the factory. All of
the raw materials for the plant are imported. The cotton comes from
Pakistan and the chemicals come from Taiwan and Hong Kong. Eighty to
85 percent of its sales of towels—the company’s main product—are for
export. The factory employs 900 workers.

Dona Bochang’s management is effectively run by the Taiwanese man-
agers. The Director General of the factory—who is only at the factory
about one day per week as he is also the manager of four other Bochang
Group businesses—is nonetheless responsible for all major production de-
cisions. For instance, to buy a new boiler or to install a new treatment
technology, the staff must get approval from the Director General.

As of 1999, the factory had no real system for environmental manage-
ment nor even a specific person assigned full-time to environmental issues.
The Deputy Director is responsible for environmental problems along
with many other responsibilities. The factory does however, now have an
environmental committee made up of two engineers—the vice-foreman of
production and the foreman of bleaching. Unfortunately, these staff have
received little training on environmental or health issues.

Although the factory would not provide data on its profits, managers
did reveal that they paid over $170,000 in taxes in 1997, indicating that
the factory is making money. The market for its products remains strong
despite the Asian economic downturn as they produce primarily low cost
products. The factory also has good access to technology and capital
through its Taiwanese parent company.

The factory’s main rationale for not resolving its environmental prob-
lems is that the costs of retrofitting the plant to comply with air and water
quality standards are now too high to make sense economically. Although
the factory’s costs of compliance are quite low for simple air pollution
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problems, it faces very high costs to comply with water pollution regula-
tions or to install a new boiler. The cost of the wastewater treatment sys-
tem alone is estimated to exceed $3 million.

So what has motivated the firm to take action? The managers of the fac-
tory asserted on several occasions that their main concern for their opera-
tions was their strained relationship with the local community. As one
manager explained (Mr. Luat—3/13/97),

We are located in a residential zone so we are always thinking about complaints.
We are not as polluting as factories in the industrial zone, but we have to be cleaner.
The community complains more for a foreign joint venture. They want the gov-
ernment to be more strict on foreign companies.

We don’t want to make any trouble with the people living nearby. We want a
calm atmosphere for us to produce.

Dona Bochang is a company that can make environmental improve-
ments if it is forced to. Community pressures—combined with DOSTE
responses—now provide the motivations for Dona Bochang to act. How-
ever, this is also a company that imported secondhand, polluting equip-
ment to Vietnam, built a textile printing and dyeing facility without a
wastewater treatment system, and continues to lack internal procedures
for environmental management. Community pressures must thus over-
come a lack of internal processes or easy opportunities for technology up-
grading. Thus far these pressures have been successful in motivating action
only on relatively inexpensive technical solutions.

4.2.2 Lam Thao Superphosphates
Lam Thao is one of the largest state-owned enterprises in Vietnam. The
factory was built with Russian assistance beginning in the late 1950s and
began operation in 1962. Figure 4.1 shows villager housing with one sec-
tion of Lam Thao in the background. The factory produces a range of chemi-
cals including superphosphate fertilizer, NPK (nitrogen–phosphorus–
potassium) fertilizer, and sulfuric acid for the Vietnamese market. Lam
Thao controls approximately 50 percent of the domestic market for su-
perphosphate fertilizers and a large share of the NPK fertilizer market,
both of which are critical to the output of farmers across the country. The
factory employs more than 3,000 workers.
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Lam Thao is centrally managed. Formerly it was under the Ministry of
Heavy Industry, but now is one of the flagship enterprises of VINACHEM,
the state chemical corporation. Because Lam Thao is such a high-profile
firm, much of the company’s management comes from Hanoi. Lam Thao
still receives preferential treatment from the government on a range of is-
sues and receives some of the last remaining subsidies for transportation
costs. Prices for apatite, pyrite, and coal—three of Lam Thao’s largest in-
put materials—are also set by the government below market rates.

Even with these subsidies, price controls, and preferences, Lam Thao
appears to be only marginally profitable. With a near monopoly on fertil-
izer sales in the northern regions of Vietnam, the company has been able
to charge sufficiently high prices to earn some profits. Lam Thao reported
profits of just over 3 percent of revenue in 1997, and claims that it has been
profitable for the last 14 years.

Lam Thao has a highly bureaucratized management structure with sev-
eral layers of managers covering most issues. However, all major decisions
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seem to require approval from VINACHEM management in Hanoi. So
even though the company has established an environmental team within
its technical department, the midlevel manager responsible for handling
environmental issues appears to have little power to implement environ-
mental improvements on his own at the factory. As the vice-director of the
factory explained (Mr. Loan—5/27/97), “We have to fulfill the plans as-
signed by the government, so if we spend too much time on environment
we will have problems. But we do have a plan set by VINACHEM to be in
compliance with the environmental law by 2005.”

Lam Thao has had a difficult time trying to access new and cleaner tech-
nologies for its production processes. The company’s real problem is its
difficulty raising capital to buy equipment. Because of the massive scale of
the factory, new production equipment can cost tens of millions of dollars.
Getting access to state loans for large-scale investments has become in-
creasingly difficult under market reforms. Lam Thao has also tried form-
ing joint-venture agreements with foreign firms as a strategy to access
capital and new technology. However, no foreign company has been will-
ing to invest in Lam Thao.

Lam Thao is also faced with extremely high costs of environmental
compliance. Simply upgrading the sulfuric acid line to bring it into com-
pliance with air quality standards is likely to cost at least $8 million. The
company has thus been trying to incrementally upgrade its equipment and
to tie productivity gains to environmental improvements. As the vice-
director explained (Mr. Loan—5/27/97), “Environment and production
are closely related. If we pollute less, that means the efficiency of our pro-
duction has improved. We have made the production changes because they
raise the efficiency of the production process and improve the environ-
mental situation for workers and the community nearby the factory.”

Because of its strategic position, Lam Thao will continue to receive spe-
cial privileges and is likely to survive the economic transition. But this priv-
ilege will also expose Lam Thao to more scrutiny from central government
officials. Continued community complaints and demands for compen-
sation will thus serve to motivate Lam Thao to reduce the impacts of its
production on local villagers. However, environmental improvements are
likely to come primarily during periods of technology upgrading when the
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company can devote scarce resources to solving pollution problems while
also improving economic efficiencies.

4.2.3 Viet Tri Chemicals 
Viet Tri Chemicals is also a state-owned enterprise managed by
VINACHEM. The factory was built in the early 1960s with Chinese as-
sistance and currently employs roughly 650 workers. Viet Tri Chemicals
produces two main products—sodium hydroxide (NaOH) and liquid
chlorine (Cl2)—for the domestic market. The factory’s main customers are
its next-door neighbors such as the state-owned Viet Tri Paper Mill that is
willing to pay above-market rates for Viet Tri Chemical’s products because
of long-standing relationships.

Viet Tri Chemical’s management is similar to Lam Thao except that it is
neither as prominent nor as profitable. It has thus been threatened with
budget cuts and even closure since market reforms began being imple-
mented in the late 1980s. Viet Tri does, however, still receive some special
preferences from the central government such as reduced tax payments
and subsidized water and other inputs. The government has also instituted
a range of import tariffs to protect the company from Chinese and other
foreign competitors.

Despite these supports, Viet Tri Chemicals has not made any profits for
the last several years. In fact, as one manager claims (Mr. Tuyen—6/24/97),

As our output increases, our losses also increase. We expect more losses this year
because input prices have gone up but we can’t raise our prices.

Our price for sodium hydroxide (NaOH) is $330 per ton. Imported from China,
you can buy sodium hydroxide for $220 per ton. In the United States it is only $100
per ton. Imported NaOH is taxed, but it is still cheaper than ours.

The Ministry of Industry and VINACHEM have requested assistance from the
government to give us some preferential electricity rates and to increase the tariffs
on imported sodium hydroxide, but so far the government has not decided.

In response to these economic realities, the factory has sought to expand
into other product lines. As mentioned, the plant manager has been talk-
ing lately about trying to produce cosmetics. The factory has also devel-
oped a laundry detergent and soap production line.

Access to technology and capital is a life or death issue for the factory.
As one manager explained (Mr. Bieng—11/4/96), “Lack of capital is a
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chronic disease in Vietnam.” Whether it tries to compete in sodium hy-
droxide and chlorine or to develop new products, it will need resources to
invest in new production technologies. Upgrading the factory’s sodium
hydroxide production technology could cost up to $10 million. Figure 4.2
shows old polluting technology used in the factory.

With the very real threat of being shut down—due to the company’s
economic performance—the workers and managers of Viet Tri are ner-
vous about anything that makes them look bad, such as pollution prob-
lems, negative impacts on the local community, or demands that the
factory be moved. Viet Tri is thus quite sensitive to environmental com-
plaints. The factory has established an environmental team with the Vice-
Director of the factory in charge. This team, and this Vice-Director in
particular, is one of the more effective environmental management groups
I have come across in Vietnam. They understand the factory’s environ-
mental problems quite well, and have a strategy for resolving problems
through equipment upgrades and efficiency improvements. The factory
also has a program in place for rewarding employees who suggest envi-
ronmental improvements that save the company money. In 1998, the com-
pany awarded workers 70 million dong (~$5,800) for suggestions that led
to 800 million dong (~$67,000) in savings.

Viet Tri however, does not appear to feel much direct pressure from en-
vironmental agencies on pollution issues. Rather, it is concerned about its
overall reputation and how this might impact future government loan de-
cisions. The factory’s director (Mr. Bieng—11/4/96) asserted that

We don’t feel any pressure from the Ministry of Industry of VINACHEM on pol-
lution issues. And no pressure from the National Environment Agency yet. We
haven’t received any written requests from NEA. The main pressure is from the
community. The community sometimes complains directly to us. And sometimes
the representatives of the community complain. Now people bring claims to the
Center for Environmental Management or directly to the factory.

Viet Tri Chemicals is in many ways a tough firm to influence on envi-
ronmental issues. It continues to cling to the idea of state supports, still
hoping for state subsidies and protections. The factory also regularly plays
the jobs card in the province, arguing that it must be supported to protect
the 650 jobs it provides. And without major funding, the company is un-
likely to be able to implement the pollution controls needed. But even
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Figure 4.2
Old technology for chemical manufacturing at Viet Tri Chemicals



without a major injection of capital the company has been able to improve
the efficiency of its production (thereby reducing wastes) and to improve
its overall environmental management.

Viet Tri Chemicals thus appears to have both motivations and forced
opportunities to respond to pollution problems. The pressure to reinvent
the company and to drastically reduce costs has led to process innovations
in production (in particular the change in electrolysis equipment) that also
benefits the environment. Community pressures have been critical to these
motivations.

4.2.4 Tan Mai Paper
The Tan Mai Paper Mill is a state-owned enterprise managed from Hanoi
by the Vietnam Paper Corporation (VINAPIMEX). The factory was built
in 1963 with assistance from the United States and taken over by the Min-
istry of Light Industry in 1975 after Vietnamese reunification. The com-
pany produces newsprint and other writing papers that it sells on the
domestic market. Tan Mai employs just over 750 employees. Figure 4.3
shows Tan Mai rising up out of former rice fields.

Until a few years ago, Tan Mai was able to sell its newsprint to Viet-
namese state-run newspapers at a fixed price. Poor quality and low bright-
ness characteristics hardly mattered as these newspapers had no choice but
to buy from Tan Mai or one of two other equally low-quality, state-owned
paper mills. With the opening of the economy, however, newspapers were
granted the freedom to purchase paper on the open market, including from
foreign producers. The end to fixed prices and guaranteed markets was a
painful one for Tan Mai. In the year of the transition, Tan Mai was unable
to sell almost any of its paper. Foreign producers flooded the market with
higher quality, whiter papers at much lower prices. Tan Mai is thus cur-
rently losing approximately 25 billion dong (about $2 million) per year. Be-
cause the company has no profits, it has not paid any taxes in the last
several years. As of 1998, the company owed 12 billion dong (about $1
million) in back taxes.

If the Vietnamese government had cast its enterprises out onto the
choppy waters of the “free market” to sink or swim, Tan Mai would likely
have drowned in its own wastewater by now. But the government is not
willing to let companies such as Tan Mai go bankrupt. For a number of
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reasons, paper production has received priority from the government and
it is currently working not only to protect Tan Mai and two other large
pulp-and-paper mills in the country, but to actually expand these factories.
The government thus has instituted import controls for paper products.
For much of 1998 and 1999 it was illegal to import newsprint and other
writing paper into Vietnam—a policy designed essentially to save Tan Mai
from extinction.

Tan Mai is also still highly dependent on subsidies, price supports, and
preferential treatment from the government. Tan Mai now buys pulp on
the open market (imported largely from New Zealand), processes it into
paper, and then sells the newsprint at a price set by the National Pricing
Committee. Tan Mai does not pay for water used in its production process
(although it uses millions of gallons of water), and the factory’s waste
treatment costs are subsidized. The factory’s wastewater treatment plant
itself was a gift from Sweden.

Tan Mai’s worst pollution occurred during the period from 1994 to
1996 when the company was pulping Eucalyptus wood. However, in 1997,
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with the opening of the market, the company was forced to shut down the
pulping line and switch to imported pulp, thus eliminating the most pol-
luting parts of its production. Thus a market pressure—the fact that they
could not sell the low-quality paper produced from domestic pulp—
forced them to change their production, which turned out to be more en-
vironmentally sound. Tan Mai continues to use very old and inefficient
production technology. The managers note that theirs is the only pulp mill
in the world that uses a CTMP (chemico-thermo-mechanical pulping) sys-
tem on bamboo wood.

Tan Mai claims to have a six-person environmental management team.
This staff includes the operators of the wastewater treatment system and
two process engineers charged with improving the efficiency of the pulp-
ing and paper-making machinery. Nonetheless, Tan Mai remains extremely
inefficient in its paper-making. The managers report losses of approxi-
mately 7 percent of their raw fiber in their wastewater, compared to a world
average of about one percent loss. The company also lacks a fiber recovery
system so all of this lost fiber goes straight out the waste pipe to the wait-
ing community outside. One estimate is that the community (which is
surely much less efficient than a modern fiber recovery system) collects
$70,000 worth of paper fiber per year. In the past, the factory has also had
few incentives to reduce material use as water was free, raw materials were
purchased at a set price, and energy was subsidized.

Management claims its biggest problem is access to capital to buy new
equipment. They recognize that in order to compete with international pa-
per producers, which Vietnam’s membership in ASEAN will require them
to do in several years, they will be forced to significantly upgrade their
quality and lower their prices. But a state of the art pulp-and-paper mill
can cost up to $1 billion. A pulp-and-paper mill built in northern Vietnam
through a Swedish aid project cost over $400 million and is still not com-
petitive. Although it would not make much sense for the Vietnamese gov-
ernment to invest this kind of money into a plant as old and inefficient as
Tan Mai, it may happen. The government’s commitment to developing a
domestic pulp-and-paper industry has shown few reasonable limits.

Tan Mai seems to have a unique standing in the government. Because it
has such strong supporters in Hanoi, there is little that the provincial or
especially the local authorities can do to influence the factory. There have
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thus been almost no motivations for Tan Mai to improve its environmen-
tal performance. The company has been insulated from external pressures,
but also denied the resources or opportunities to change. One hope for
those concerned about pollution issues in the province is if the central gov-
ernment does decide to resuscitate and expand Tan Mai, it will be possible
to include environmental improvements in new production technologies.

4.2.5 Ba Nhat Chemicals
Ba Nhat Chemicals was constructed in 1968 by the Hanoi city Depart-
ment of Industry. The factory produces basic chemicals such as calcium
carbonate powder for the local market. The factory uses 1960s Vietnamese
technology (which is basically a local copy of 1950s Chinese or Russian
technology) and appears not to have upgraded any of its equipment since
the day the plant opened. The factory employs 200 workers.

Although extremely low-tech and inefficient, Ba Nhat claims to be prof-
itable. The company sells most of its products to other small state-owned
enterprises such as paint, rubber, and toothpaste manufacturers. The fac-
tory manager admits, however, that these profits are meager. And in fact
he believes that if he had larger profits he would be able to ignore the com-
plaints of local community members [although as we have seen this is cer-
tainly not always the case].

Ba Nhat is managed and run by the Department of Industry (DOI) in
Hanoi. The DOI however, seems quite frustrated by the challenge of try-
ing to keep firms like Ba Nhat open and at the same time trying to mitigate
their negative effects. One agency official complained (Mr. Ty—7/5/97),

Most of the factories [like Ba Nhat] were built by Eastern Europeans so the tech-
nology is from the 1960s and 1970s. Most equipment is now obsolete. And there
are no treatment systems in any factories. Now it is not worth it to invest in treat-
ment systems for these enterprises. Old equipment is our most important barrier
to solving environmental problems. The equipment that was installed before 1985
is obsolete.

Ba Nhat not only takes its lead, but also its protection from the DOI. So
despite years of being pressured by the DOSTE in Hanoi to clean up its act,
Ba Nhat was able to avoid either making costly changes to its production
or being shut down. Ba Nhat has no environmental staff, and had no inten-
tion to improve its production while it was located in Hanoi. The factory’s
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director explained the reasons he could not improve his factory’s environ-
mental performance (Mr. Hien—4/25/97),

The factory is owned by the Hanoi Department of Industry. I can choose new tech-
nology if I have the money. But the government doesn’t give any financial support
to Ba Nhat. We have to use internal capital or go to a bank to get money for new
investments.

I do have to respond to the community complaints. But the most difficult issue
is protecting my staff. I don’t want to fire any employees. Our main incentive is the
market. We only make changes that also benefit output and sales.

With such a small factory, and with such low profits, it is very difficult
for firms like Ba Nhat to access commercial loans to buy new equipment.
The factory manager explained simply that they could not generate
enough profit to pay back even a low interest loan—which currently cost
around 6 to 8 percent interest per year. Commercial loans are even more
difficult to service as they often cost more than 1 percent per month (12–
15 percent per year) in Vietnam.

The costs of Ba Nhat complying with environmental regulations is also
high enough to make many decision makers think it would be better just
to move the factory away from populated areas. Government officials be-
lieve there is little reason to invest in the plant as it exists now. The city and
the factory manager realize there is no way to internally generate the prof-
its to upgrade or improve the factory. But at the same time the city does not
want to shut down the factory because of the lost jobs, tax revenue, and
products that other city enterprises depend on. So, in a number of ways, Ba
Nhat is one of the most difficult types of pollution problems to deal with
in Vietnam—a classic example of a small-sized enterprise with few options
or incentives to improve. Although Ba Nhat had motivations from a very
well organized community, until its relocation was approved, the company
had no access to resources or opportunities to upgrade production.

4.2.6 Tae Kwang Vina Shoes
Tae Kwang Vina is a Korean owned subcontractor for Nike Inc., the
world’s largest merchandiser of athletic shoes. Tae Kwang, which opened
in 1995, is a subsidiary of a Korean conglomerate known as T2, which be-
gan producing Nike shoes in the 1980s in Korea, and as wages rose there,
moved more and more of its operations to lower wage countries such as
China and Vietnam. Tae Kwang’s operations are highly labor intensive and
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the company now employs over 9,200 workers to produce approximately
6 million pairs of Nike shoes per year.

Tae Kwang specializes in producing Nike running shoes, some of which
sell for over $150 per pair in the United States. One hundred percent of
its products are exported (as it is illegal under its investment license to sell
any of its shoes in Vietnam). The factory’s top-quality shoes are exported
to the United States, Europe, and Japan. Second-quality shoes are ex-
ported to other countries in Asia, the Middle East, and South America.

Tae Kwang is a highly profitable company. The company projected sales
of $150 million and a profit of over $2 million in 1997 (only its second full
year of operation). Costs of production are significantly lower in Vietnam
than in Korea. For instance, the minimum wage in Korea is approximately
$800 per month, while it is only $40 per month in Dong Nai province.

While Tae Kwang is run as an independent subsidiary of T2, its man-
agement is quite different than other private contractors. Tae Kwang’s Ko-
rean managers are obviously responsible for day-to-day management of
the factory, however, Nike oversees many critical aspects of production.
Tae Kwang is in the top rung of Nike subcontractors and is considered a
“strategic partner.” These subcontractors get orders for the most techni-
cally sophisticated shoes that often also have the highest profit margin.
Nike has quality control inspectors they call “manufacturing managers”
in the plant every day analyzing production methods and quality perfor-
mance. Nike sets the price it will pay for each shoe before it is made. And
Nike sometimes even codevelops shoes with T2’s in-house designers and
engineers. Tae Kwang’s relationship with Nike is even more complex re-
garding environmental and health and safety issues. As one manager ex-
plained (Mr. Im—3/14/97),

If Nike wants environmental improvements they recommend changes in chemicals
or equipment. They suggest and advise us. Nike will give us a high-priced shoe or-
der to motivate us to buy new pollution control equipment.

Nike sends an environmental inspector ten times per year to analyze air and
water pollution, noise, chemical usage, how machines operate, etc. Nike came here
to do an environmental audit. They studied air pollution, worker health, water pol-
lution. They will send a report with requirements and dates when [improvements]
must be completed. If we don’t fulfill these, they will cancel contracts. If we do a
good job, they will buy more high profit shoes.

Nike has many requirements for our company. Nike will lead our company and
we will follow absolutely.
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Nike’s manager for labor practices in Vietnam explained the relation-
ship in sometimes contradictory ways (Mr. Tien—4/12/97),

Nike has production and quality assurance staff in the factory every day. Factories
have to sign a contract to follow the [Nike] code of conduct. If they want to man-
ufacture Nike shoes they have to re-sign it every six months.

We can’t tell them to change a solvent but we can talk about alternatives. We
can’t say ‘don’t use toluene.’ But we can get them to work with the Nike chemical
department. When technology is available, Nike pressures them to change tech-
nology. Then we discuss cost increases. We negotiate on investments for new ma-
chines. Nike can help them buy a new machine or let them charge Nike.

Nike can force companies to make changes. We can set deadlines. Nike can also
pressure T2 to pressure Tae Kwang.

Another factory manager complained about the difficulty of working
for the U.S. shoe giant (personal interview—10/7/97),

Nike kind of overreacts to [labor and environmental pressure] from the point of
view of our managers. Human rights and environmental groups have attacked
Nike. The media has blown things out of proportion. I don’t want to criticize Nike,
but they sometimes overreact to these things.

Sometimes Nike is too demanding. Some Nike staff don’t understand footwear
factory management. We can’t make changes instantly.

But, we are selling an image. We want to keep the best image of Nike to get more
orders. This is the real incentive for us.

Because Nike shares so much information with strategic partners such
as Tae Kwang, the company has to take care of these relationships. As one
Nike manager explained (Geoff Nichols—10/3/97), “It would be very dif-
ficult to sever a relationship with a shoe producer. Our strategic partners
know too much. Tae Kwang has all of the latest Nike information. Our
competitors would love to get that information.” And at the end of the day,
because Nike does not own and operate these factories, it cannot fully con-
trol these operations.

So for instance, although Nike had been putting significant pressure on
firms such as Tae Kwang to improve their labor and environmental per-
formance, even as of late 1998 Tae Kwang had no environmental staff or
internal management team focused on environmental issues. Tae Kwang
was essentially waiting for Nike to solve its environmental problems and
then to transfer the technology and know-how. Tae Kwang felt this was a
much more prudent strategy financially than trying to change technologies
on its own, as Nike could help them with the engineering and management
changes and then could help finance the implementation.
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Tae Kwang also has a complicated relationship with the Vietnamese
government. Tae Kwang hired the son of the Communist Party of Dong
Nai province to work in the factory as a “problem solver.” Tae Kwang
contributes significant tax revenue to the government and helps employ
thousands of workers. One government inspector explained (Mr. Thong—
8/6/98), “The Prime Minister issued a decree that we should facilitate pro-
duction. So my main job, even though I am an inspector, is to give them
guidance to improve. If after three inspections they have shown no im-
provement, we can fine them. But we don’t want to shut them down be-
cause of the impacts on employment.”

Tae Kwang is in a strong financial and technological position to change
if Nike or the government requires it. As mentioned though, Tae Kwang is
very close with the leadership of Dong Nai province and can thus avoid
most state and worker pressures. The company obviously would prefer not
to spend money on improving environmental and labor conditions if they
do not have to. Nike is thus really the linchpin in influencing Tae Kwang
to improve. But Nike itself first needs to be motivated to exert pressure on
its subcontractors to change. This is where the role of external pressures
such as NGOs and community members come in.

Citizen pressures on Nike in the U.S. and Europe have translated into
motivations on firms such as Tae Kwang to improve. Nike is also helping
to build the capacity of these firms to implement its code of conduct on en-
vironmental and health issues. Finally, Nike has through its contracting
system essentially provided the resources for these firms to make techno-
logical changes to reduce pollution and workplace exposures.

4.3 Motivations for Action

Firms in Vietnam face a range of incentives to improve their environmen-
tal performance. The most direct of these are community pressures. How-
ever, firms can also be motivated by changes in market demands when
international consumers demand products that meet ISO 14000 stan-
dards, “reputational” costs if they are associated with poor performance
or negligence, and increased fines or compensation requirements for their
pollution.

In a very direct sense, pollution can cost firms money. Solid, liquid, and
gaseous wastes are essentially materials lost in the production process or
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materials converted into by-products that cannot be sold. Pollution thus
represents raw materials purchased by the firm that are not incorporated
into the final product. Pollution also costs money to manage (although not
if a firm dumps their wastes illegally). If firms treat or control their wastes,
pollution becomes a double cost. And if firms are required to pay fines or
compensations, or are liable for long-term impacts of their emissions, then
pollution can lead to a third set of costs.

Firms clearly do assess the costs and benefits of reducing pollution. Fac-
tory managers often mention the costs of capital (for making technology
investments), increased operating costs (if new materials are required), the
potential costs of disrupting operations, the potential impacts on sales,
and the opportunity costs of using scarce resources for environmental
investments. Costs of reducing pollution are then compared (whether for-
mally or informally) to the costs of not reducing pollution. Costs of non-
compliance include potential fines, compensations, and ultimately the
threat of being shutdown.

Fines however, still do not present a major cost to firms. In Vietnam, as
tables 4.2 and 4.3 show, fines are currently set at very low levels.

Tables 4.2 and 4.3 highlight that the highest fine in 1997 and 1998 in
the provinces examined was approximately $370. Clearly these fines have
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Table 4.2
Recent Fines in Phu Tho Province

Company Year Amount (VND) Dollars

Lam Thao 1996 1,000,000 83.33
Viet Tri Beer and Sugar 1997 2,000,000 166.67
Viet Tri Chemicals 1997 2,000,000 166.67
Viet Tri Woodboards 1997 500,000 41.67
Viet Tri Paper 1997 2,000,000 166.67
Hong Ha Beer 1997 500,000 41.67
Viet Ha Material Company 1997 500,000 41.67
Phu Tho Tea Company 1997 500,000 41.67
Hoa Nam Beer 1997 500,000 41.67
Viet Anh Food Processing 1997 500,000 41.67
Huong Giang 1997 500,000 41.67
Pang Rim Dyeing 1998 5,000,000 416.67

Source: Centre for Environmental Management.
($1 = 12,000 dong in 1997–1998).



little economic impact on firms with multimillion dollar budgets. Every
factory manager I interviewed acknowledged that the fines were too low
to motivate changes. Others also noted that fines are not assessed to mo-
tivate compliance, such as if fines were charged per day, or in an escalating
manner until a firm complied. Fines are levied one time per incident, and
there appears to be little follow-up to monitor compliance. Fines are also
not based on environmental impacts, but rather are based on visual deter-
mination of pollution impacts, and are set so low that all environmental
violations are essentially treated equally. Fines appear simply to generate a
small amount of revenue, rather than influencing firm actions.

Although fines are extremely low, compensations are sometimes set at
levels that can influence firm decisions. Community demands for com-
pensation have been increasing steadily since the passage of the Law on En-
vironmental Protection. Communities now feel that they have legal rights
not to be polluted, or at the minimum should be compensated for the
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Table 4.3
Recent Fines in Dong Nai Province

Company Year Amount (VND) Dollars

Dong Nai Breeding Company 1997 1,700,000 141.67
Transportation Enterprise 1997 2,800,000 233.33
Pig Breeding Enterprise 1997 800,000 66.67
TNHH Hung Hoang 1997 4,000,000 333.33
TNHH Hoang Loan 1997 500,000 41.67
Dong Loi Company 1997 4,400,000 366.67
TNHH Luc Sinh 1997 2,000,000 166.67
Ngoc Han Salt 1997 500,000 41.67
DonaFood 1997 3,000,000 250.00
Dona Newtower 1997 3,000,000 250.00
Thanh Binh Animal Food 1997 4,200,000 350.00
Luctie Company 1997 1,500,000 125.00
TNHH Viet Hoa 1997 2,000,000 166.67
DNTN Song Tien 1997 500,000 41.67
Thanh Cong 1997 500,000 41.67
Viet-French Pig Raising 1997 3,000,000 350.00
Interfood Company 1997 400,000 33.33
DNTN Nguyen Huu Tuan 1997 500,000 41.67

Source: Dong Nai DOSTE.
($1 = 12,000 dong in 1997–1998).



impacts of pollution on crops and fish. Table 4.4 shows some of the recent
compensations awarded to affected communities in Phu Tho province.

Lam Thao is the most striking example of compensation procedures.
Lam Thao reported paying compensations of 636 million dong (about
$54,000) in 1994, 540 million dong (about $46,000) in 1995, and 868
million dong (about $74,000) in 1996. So while the company paid less
than $100 in pollution fines during this period, it was required to pay over
$170,000 in compensations for environmental damages to local commu-
nity members. Lam Thao managers themselves admit that they want to
change production practices partly to avoid future compensations. Com-
pensation demands are currently the strongest financial pressure on firms
in some regions of Vietnam. The system of compensations however, is
hardly ideal. Compensations are usually only paid after economic dam-
ages have occurred and can be proven by community members. Human
health impacts do not usually warrant compensation. It is also interesting
to note that compensations did not appear to be awarded in either Dong
Nai or Hanoi, the locations of the other four cases.

Firms must also weigh the costs of waste management. Firms in Vietnam
are currently not paying the full environmental costs of their pollution.
Many of the environmental costs of production are being shifted onto
local communities and the environment. As firms are not treating their
wastes (as they should if they were in compliance with the Environmental
Law) they are receiving an implicit subsidy from the government (paid by
nature and local communities). Environmental management costs in the
long-term should include staff salaries, and capital and operating costs for
waste treatment systems.

It would thus seem logical for cost-conscious firms to seek ways to lower
the current and potential costs of pollution—reducing wastes and increas-
ing production efficiencies, and reducing long-term waste management
costs. Rational firms should be continuously calculating and recalculating
the costs and benefits of different courses of action. However, as we know,
most firms do not take action to reduce pollution unless they are forced.
This is partly due to the fact that evaluating the costs of pollution is given
a very low priority in most firms. As long as wastes and waste management
represent a small percentage of operating costs, most managers would
rather ignore pollution issues. Until someone—regulators or community
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Table 4.4
Recent Compensations in Phu Tho Province

Company Date Amount (VND) Dollars Reason

Bai Bang Jan. 1995 10,500,000 875 Wastewater discharged into a fish pond and killed fish

Bai Bang Sept. 1995 6,328,000 527 Wastewater pipe broke and damaged crops

Bai Bang Jan. 1996 500,000,000 41,667 Support to Phong Chau district to compensate for
environmental impacts of the factory.

Lam Thao June 1995 98,000,000 8,167 Compensation to 8 communes in Tam Thanh district for crop
damage from air pollution

Lam Thao Aug. 1996 78,000,000 6,500 Air emissions during a breakdown destroyed rice fields in Cao
Mai commune

Lam Thao Sept. 1996 25,000,000 2,083 Wastewater spill into Cao Mai commune

Lam Thao 1997 260,000,000 21,667 Compensation for environmental damage when equipment
broke down.

Viet Tri Chemicals 1996 42,000,000 3,500 Wastewater killed fish

Viet Tri Chemicals 1996 6,000,000 500 Chemical spill killed fish

Viet Tri Woodboards 1995 25,000,000 2,083 Wastewater killed fish

Vinh Phu Textiles 1996 14,424,922 1,202 Payment to the commune to repair a wastewater canal

Viet Tri Beer and Sugar 1997 10,625,000 885 Payment to repair a wastewater canal

Pang Rim Dying 1997 25,000,000 2,083 Wastewater discharged into a pond killed fish

Song Thao Ceramics Sept. 1997 2,025,000 169 Air emissions damaged crops

Source: Centre for Environmental Management.
($1 = 12,000 dong).



members—forces the issue, firms are content to pay small fines or to shirk
environmental responsibilities.

It is clear in Vietnam that the “market” alone is not motivation enough
for firms to reduce pollution. Because the costs of polluting are so low, firms
have few market signals on environmental performance. But even if the
market were sending strong signals regarding environmental costs, which it
is not, firms respond to much more than just market signals. So what then
does motivate firms to take environmental actions that cost money?

Firms face a wide range of external pressures, including competitive
pressures, regulatory mandates, and community pressures. Consumers,
neighbors, workers, competitors, and a whole host of government officials
(from the Ministry of Finance to the local Department of Science, Tech-
nology, and Environment) may attempt to influence the actions of a firm.
However, environmental decisions get made within the confines of deci-
sions over what to produce, how much to produce, and how and when to
produce it. Profit motives, employment imperatives, and output targets, all
normally supersede environmental decisions. Firms are also continually
responding to the actions of their competitors, so production and sales
strategies are often tied to other firms’ actions.

Even for state enterprises, the bottom line is a bottom line, albeit a more
fuzzy one. Ultimately, a simple costs and benefits framework appears to be
employed by most factory managers when faced with environmental deci-
sions. Even when analyzing compliance with government regulations,
some factory managers calculate the costs of compliance against the costs
of noncompliance (paying fines and compensations).

Decisions that affect pollution levels include choices about manufactur-
ing technologies, management practices, resource allocations, and re-
design of products and processes to reduce toxics use and emissions. Of
course, investments in air pollution control equipment, wastewater treat-
ment systems, solid waste management, and pollution prevention strate-
gies are also critical to firm environmental performance. Decisions related
to resource use efficiency (i.e., how water, energy, and raw materials are
utilized) also influence pollution outcomes.

Sometimes production strategies clash directly with environmental con-
cerns. For instance, some firms’ production strategies—and why they came
to Vietnam in the first place—involve emitting wastes untreated, thereby
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externalizing the costs of waste management. Lax enforcement of envi-
ronmental regulations attracts some multinationals to locations such as
Vietnam. Some state enterprises similarly assume they can get away with
poor environmental performance as long as they appease their protectors
in the state.

Factory managers report over and over that their number one priority is
to survive financially. However, they also acknowledge the need to comply
with local laws and regulations. Regulatory mandates, which are often
quite weak in countries such as Vietnam, do serve as a pressure on firms to
reduce pollution. As factory managers are embedded in social relations
with government officials who regulate the actions of the firm, these man-
agers often work to foster good relations with regulators.

Some firms are voluntarily working to prevent pollution through collab-
oration with the newly formed Vietnam Cleaner Production Centre (CPC).
The CPC is a project of UNEP and UNIDO to provide free or low-cost
technical assistance on pollution prevention and cleaner production strate-
gies. These strategies focus on win–win methods for redesigning products
and processes to be both economically and ecologically more efficient.

As we have seen, firms also respond to public pressures. Managers re-
peatedly express their desire to be good neighbors, or at least to avoid
workers and neighbors complaining, protesting, or striking. As a manager
at Viet Tri Chemicals claims, “Every factory wants to have a good reputa-
tion with the community around them.” Firms are also sensitive to reports
in the media and to other threats to the firm’s reputation. A neighbor to
Dona Bochang asserted, “Dona Bochang is afraid of publicity. The com-
pany does things to appease the peoples’ complaints.”

External pressures play a range of roles in influencing firm decisions.
First, state agencies, communities, consumers, and NGOs can raise the fi-
nancial costs of business-as-usual. Through a range of actions, these groups
can influence firm financial calculations of costs and benefits of environ-
mental actions. In the most effective cases, groups increase costs of non-
compliance to the point where firms choose to take substantive action to
reduce pollution. Compensations and fines are the most obvious examples.

A second role is to help focus the firm’s attention on solving specific
environmental issues. A manager at Viet Tri explained that “We set up
[a system of monitoring stations] in 1990 because of complaints from
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surrounding community members.” A third role is to shift the long-term
perceptions and strategies of the firm. Nike managers explained for in-
stance that NGO and community pressures regarding “sweatshop” con-
ditions were affecting broader public perceptions of the Nike brand name
and the image the company seeks to promote. A marketing study con-
ducted in the United States found that teenagers associated the Nike brand
with three things: (1) being cool, (2) being athletic, and (3) having poor la-
bor practices. Realizing that environmental and labor concerns were un-
dermining the long-term value of the company’s marketing efforts, Nike
took steps to improve conditions inside its factories, including the Tae
Kwang Vina plant.

4.4 Environmental Decision Making

Research on western industries reports matter-of-factly that corporate en-
vironmental performance is influenced by “the ‘stick’ of government reg-
ulation, the ‘carrot’ of firms desiring a ‘clean’ public image,” (Williams,
Medhurst, and Drew 1993), and the long-term liability threats that both
present (Flaherty and Rappaport 1991). Recent research by the World
Bank on firms in developing countries points similarly to the importance
of “reputational incentives,” that is, pressure on firms to win and maintain
a reputation as a “clean” or “green” company (Afsah, Blackman, and
Ratunanda 1995). These pressures and market responses have supported
a much heralded (but seldom proven) trend toward “green consumerism”
and environmental marketing to increasingly aware consumers (Hayes
1991).

However, questions remain as to why some firms respond differently to
similar government, market, and public pressures. Lawrence and Morell
(1995) move beyond descriptive studies of “best practices” with the de-
velopment of a model that seeks to explain firm environmental decision
making. Their model argues that “green” firms are influenced by four key
factors: Motivations, Opportunities, Resources, and Processes (MORP).
Two conditions are necessary for their “MORP” model to work: manage-
ment Motivation and proper internal Processes. Firms must be motivated,
and then have processes in place so that actors inside the firm can respond
to environmental problems. Two conditions are then supportive in the
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model: Opportunities and Resources. Ashford (2000) makes a similar ar-
gument in asserting that firms “must have willingness, opportunity, and
capacity to change” (emphasis in the original). When firms have sufficient
motivations, occasions for making changes, and proper internal decision-
making processes in place, it is possible to solve environmental problems.

In an earlier study, Ashford and Heaton (1983) explored how external
regulatory pressures influence internal firm decisions and can lead to tech-
nical solutions. They explain that the “need to comply with regulations of-
ten changes the nature of activity inside the firm: R&D may be redirected;
new organizational units created; and a different set of alternatives may be
faced. In addition, regulation changes patterns of activity in the world out-
side the firm by establishing new patterns of competition in a new market
framework” (1983: 119). This analysis provides hints at how external pres-
sures influence firm actions. The authors go on to assert that “a flexible
and politically astute firm, able to influence and respond quickly to its ex-
ternal environment, can exploit regulatory opportunities,” turning seem-
ingly onerous regulations into competitive advantages (p. 127).

How firms respond to regulatory and other external pressures is obvi-
ously critical to understanding industrial environmental processes. As one
OECD (1985) study has shown, a firm “may be immediately hostile to the
regulations and spend time and money in circumventing them or disput-
ing them in the courts; or it may adopt a constructive attitude and invest
in research and innovation rather than lawyers” (OECD 1985: 67). In a
country such as Vietnam, this “hostile” attitude can easily translate into
firms bribing inspectors or using political leverage to avoid regulation. But
here again, we are left wondering what motivates a firm to respond con-
structively rather than bribing its way out of regulations.

Gould, Schnaiberg, and Weinberg (1996) argue that companies only re-
spond constructively under very specific conditions. First, there must be
significant and sustained pressure on the firm. This occurs when a commu-
nity realizes the company is not providing enough good jobs, tax revenues,
or upward mobility for workers, and when the benefits of industrial activ-
ity are shown to be less than the environmental and health costs. Second,
there must be equal enforcement of regulations in alternative production
sites, thereby blocking a capital flight strategy. Third, modifications to pro-
duction (demanded by the local communities) must be compatible with
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technological changes being considered as part of upgrading or modern-
ization plans, which represent profitable changes or very small marginal
costs to transform operations. Gould and his coauthors argue that these
conditions are rarely achieved, even in advanced industrial countries.

Lawrence and Morell’s MORP model, and Ashford and Heaton’s anal-
ysis of external pressures on firm strategies are particularly relevant to this
study’s analysis of drivers of firm environmental decisions. As the case
studies illustrate, motivations and capacities are key to firm actions, as are
opportunities for firms to make changes.

Lawrence and Morell (1995) point out that creating opportunities for
environmental change is critical to improving firm performance. When a
factory upgrades its equipment, for example, this provides an opportunity
to improve environmental practices, and creates a strong rationale for bor-
rowing funds for environmental measures. Simply by upgrading production
equipment most firms in Vietnam can capture environmental improve-
ments. This is clear for Lam Thao and Viet Tri Chemicals. Almost any
technology upgrade will result in pollution reductions (assuming output
does not go up so much that it swamps the efficiency gains).

Although Viet Tri Chemicals has a very limited pollution control pro-
gram, the company has made production changes that have reduced pol-
lution. Switching from graphite to titanium electrodes in the electrolysis
process helped the factory reduce its energy costs substantially, thereby
lowering overall production costs. At the same time, this change reduced
lead emissions and accidental releases of chlorine gas. Capital investments
in equipment changes were justified by both environmental and economic
benefits.

Over the last several years, largely due to community complaints, Lam
Thao has also been forced to invest in pollution control equipment. The
company built an acid-resistant wastewater canal, covered the canal with
cement, then built neutralization tanks for wastewater, and installed air
pollution control equipment. But more importantly, management of Lam
Thao is now also looking at broader production changes for their envi-
ronmental benefits. Incorporating environmental concerns into technol-
ogy decisions provides critical opportunities for improvements.
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4.5 Resources and Processes for Action

Once firms are motivated to take action, either by financial or nonfinan-
cial pressures, the next critical issue is whether they have the capacities,
i.e., the resources, technical knowledge, and institutional processes neces-
sary to solve pollution problems. The most straightforward capacity issue
relates to resources. Does the firm have the funds, or access to the funds,
necessary to purchase new production or waste treatment equipment?
And does the firm have the funds needed to pay and support environmen-
tal staff?

Second, if a firm has environmental staff, do these employees have the
technical skills and the power in internal decision-making processes to
promote pollution reduction efforts effectively? Can the professionalism
and commitment of environmental staff overcome the imperatives of the
accountants and managers focused on profits? Are environmental staff in-
tegrated into production decisions? Is the system for reporting environ-
mental problems within the firm conducive to rapid decisions? Does the
firm have processes in place and incentives for key actors such as engineers
to find means to reduce pollution (financially or otherwise)? Are workers
rewarded for finding pollution prevention options? Are environmental ac-
tions supported by top managers?

Barriers often exist that block firms from resolving pollution problems.
These barriers can be informational, technical, organizational, or finan-
cial. Informational barriers, such as lack of data on the firm’s use of raw
materials and sources of pollution, and on alternative technologies can be
overcome through appropriate research and development. At a minimum,
firms need staff who can find and apply technologies to fit the firm’s spe-
cific needs. Communication with outside information sources such as ven-
dors and researchers supports this process. Firms also need staff who can
accurately measure pollution problems and then make progress in solving
them. Multinational firms often have more resources to perform these tasks.

Organizational barriers to pollution reduction occur when manage-
ment structures marginalize environmental issues, when there is low
worker involvement, and when engineers are provided limited incentives
or rewards to care about pollution prevention. These barriers can be over-
come by creating a professional environmental staff that are responsible
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for pollution reduction, and creating incentives for engineers and line
workers to care about waste minimization. Top management commitment
appears key to altering these organizational systems.

Accounting and financial barriers can also block pollution reduction
efforts. For instance, firms often do not accurately account for material us-
age, and do not assign pollution control costs to the appropriate areas
(overhead versus production). Many firms also fail to measure the full
costs and benefits of production options, ignoring environmental costs
and benefits.

None of the firms I studied had processes in place to respond strategi-
cally to environmental problems. Most firms still view the environment as
a cost, to be dealt with by lower-level engineers. Even in the face of strong
community pressures, firms remain reactive and defensive. However, if
costs of pollution, inefficient resource use, and compensations continue to
increase, some firms may learn that better environmental management
strategies make business sense in the long-term.

4.6 Conclusions

Interviews with factory managers in all of the cases indicate that commu-
nity pressures are a primary force motivating environmental actions in
Vietnam. However, different firms respond differently to community and
state pressures. State enterprises are insulated from community pressures
and from state regulators in different ways than foreign multinationals.
For instance, Tae Kwang Vina and Dona Bochang both complain that they
receive more attention and complaints because they are foreign firms.
However, they also have the resources (and different types of connections)
to respond to outside pressures. Lam Thao, Viet Tri, Tan Mai, and Ba
Nhat have close relations with state agencies, but they also have to con-
tinually justify that they are providing more benefits to society than costs.
Each of these firms is vulnerable in different ways. Communities thus face
different challenges to motivate regulation of these firms.

Community pressures can change the decision-making processes of fac-
tory managers. With increased community scrutiny, managers have less
freedom to bribe an official or to cut a deal with a regulatory agency.
Public and media attention increase the accountability of the firm, as well

144 Chapter 4



as the accountability of the local state agency. This helps block “fake” so-
lutions and ensures government and firm promises are kept.

But even with these motivations, firms do not always respond construc-
tively to these demands. Firms need the financial and technical resources
to do something about environmental problems. State and community
pressures are often not enough on their own. As Roodman (1999b) argues
for firms in Vietnam, “on balance, it appears that public pressure can sway
decision making at a company when money is not too tight.” But without
some access to capital and technology, it is difficult for even the most con-
cerned managers to respond.

At the same time, it is critical to stress that the market alone is not
enough to motivate environmental improvements in firms in a developing
country. Firms in Vietnam do not operate as simple profit-maximizers in a
theorized market-logic. They rarely make decisions based only on a calcu-
lation of the costs of polluting versus the costs of prevention or cleaning
up. Other processes and pressures are central to their decisions. Market
theories often ignore the underlying institutions that are not only key to the
implementation of market-based instruments, but are at the heart of the
processes that determine whether the state takes action to regulate firms,
and whether firms respond positively or cynically. It is within existing in-
stitutional dynamics that firms make decisions about reducing pollution.

Firms are most likely to make environmental improvements when they
feel sustained pressures (and particularly when these affect the firm’s rep-
utation), they have no easy escape option, they have the resources to invest,
and when environmental improvements can be based around production
changes that benefit the firm in other ways. Motivations, opportunities, re-
sources, and processes are all key to environmental changes. In cases when
these dynamics do not align, the challenges of promoting pollution reduc-
tions are even greater.
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The party leads, the people control, and the state manages.
The state and the people implement together.

Communist Party slogans

When I first met Ms. Nhu in 1997, she seemed to represent the new face
of Vietnam’s government environmental programs. With a technical back-
ground and having completed a series of trainings on environmental
monitoring and analysis, she was slated to become the head of the envi-
ronmental analysis laboratory for Phu Tho province’s Center for Environ-
mental Management (CEM). Still in her late twenties, Ms. Nhu was poised
to become a powerful young force for environmental management in her
home province.

However, life inside an environmental agency in Vietnam is no easy duty.
Staff like Ms. Nhu receive low pay (usually less than $50 per month) and
face an uphill battle to do their jobs. The last time I saw Ms. Nhu, in May
1998, she was extremely frustrated by the state of CEM’s new laboratory.
More than a year after $100,000 worth of environmental sampling and
testing equipment had been delivered to Phu Tho, it still sat unopened in
boxes in Ms. Nhu’s office. Although the equipment had been donated as
part of a capacity building project funded by the United Nations Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP), CEM simply had not been able to set up a
room to adequately house the equipment. The cost of two air conditioners
(needed to keep the equipment cool and dry) and a few sinks, was ap-
parently too much for the province to contribute to support the startup of
the lab. Ms. Nhu was thus instructed to read equipment manuals and attend
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more trainings until her boss could convince provincial authorities to invest
a few thousand dollars in the lab.

As of late 1998, the province still had not made that investment. So when
Ms. Nhu was given the opportunity to travel to the United States for an
environmental training program, she participated in the training, then
slipped away on the last day, never to return to Vietnam. A government of-
ficial explained that she was now considered an “escapee” and would be
prosecuted if she ever returned to Vietnam. The brightest young inspector
from the Department of Science, Technology, and Environment (DOSTE)
in Dong Nai province similarly disappeared while on this study tour, “es-
caping” an even more crucial environmental post in the south.

Much was certainly involved in these personal choices to abandon jobs
and families. However, the decision by two excellent young staff to flee ca-
reers in environmental agencies certainly does not bode well for the future
of environmental management in Vietnam. Ms. Nhu had basically given
up hope of being part of an effective environmental agency. The unopened
lab equipment, petty corruption, poor management from the senior staff
(who knew little about technical issues), and low pay, had convinced her
that CEM would neither provide a good career or likely be successful in
protecting the environment of her hometown.

CEM of course is not unique. Throughout the Vietnamese govern-
ment, as in many developing country governments, there is often both a
reluctance and an incapacity to enforce environmental laws. Although
the government has proclaimed a commitment to protecting Vietnam’s eco-
systems, workers, and urban environments, has passed a broad set of en-
vironmental laws and regulations, and has created national environment
institutions and provincial enforcement agencies, the country continues to
experience problems in the implementation of its environmental policies.
A lack of funds, trained personnel, and political influence severely con-
strain the effectiveness of state environmental agencies. More importantly,
contradictions and conflicts within the state—between developmentalist
and environmental concerns—create incentives against enforcement of
environmental regulations.

These conflicts can be quite pronounced in Vietnam. The Vietnamese
state plays a significant role in both direct production (through state-
owned enterprises [SOEs]), and the regulation of this production. The state
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has however, historically advanced a broader definition of development
goals than simply GDP growth, promoting a rhetoric that includes protec-
tion of workers, development of rural areas, broad social equity, and pro-
tection of the environment. Delivering on these promises can raise conflicts
and contradictions. Political stability and state legitimacy—which are con-
tinuously being renegotiated with social and political reforms—also re-
main issues of major concern to the government and Communist Party.

To be sure, CEM does not appear from the outside to resemble anything
one would hope for in an environmental agency. The agency is rarely
proactive, it is not particularly competent technically, and does not appear
to carry much power or respect in the province. However, despite all of its
weaknesses, it turns out that CEM does sometimes respond to public com-
plaints about pollution, mediate conflicts, and negotiate regulation. And
more surprisingly, these reactive functions can serve to pressure firms to re-
duce their pollution. Despite my generally poor impression of the leader-
ship of CEM, they surprised me occasionally when they went beyond the
required minimum, and actually worked to solve environmental problems.

As I found in my research, however, the staff of CEM and other regula-
tory agencies rarely act out of the goodness of their hearts or due to some
deep-felt concern for the environment. Rather, the leadership of CEM was
forced to take action on specific pollution problems due to an intersection
of institutional responsibilities and public demands. And under specific
conditions, despite all its weaknesses and conflicting interests, CEM was
sometimes an effective regulator.

The opposite situation of course is much more common. Phu Tho prov-
ince has environmental inspectors who virtually refuse to leave their of-
fices, staff who are making money from kickbacks, and personnel who lack
the basic technical capacities to conduct the inspections they are respon-
sible for. Even committed staff face multiple pressures against enforcement
from other state agencies, powerful state enterprise managers, and foreign
investors.

This chapter seeks to examine why a government agency such as CEM
with so many incentives not to enforce environmental laws, does actually
regulate, and under what conditions this regulation is effective. I am par-
ticularly interested in what drives regulatory processes, and more broadly
motivates and constrains state actions around the environment. In the
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contested terrain of regulation in a developmentalist state, it is critical to
understand the processes and dynamics that can tip this balance towards
enforcement.

Although this research confirms the constraints and contradictions of
state environmental enforcement in Vietnam, it also shows that certain
processes can motivate state actors to take measures to control pollution.
In particular, in the six case studies, community pressures sometimes served
to overcome state resistance to environmental enforcement, motivating lo-
cal state responses to specific pollution incidents, pressuring environmen-
tal agencies to improve their monitoring and enforcement capabilities, and
pitting different state agencies against one another. The current set of Viet-
namese laws and institutions has fostered a system in which local environ-
mental agencies are surprisingly responsive to community complaints, and
are sometimes able to negotiate regulatory solutions between competing
interests.

5.1 The Environmental State in Vietnam

Challenges and failures abound in environmental enforcement in devel-
oping countries. Vietnam begins its quest for development facing many of
these common challenges. The country does not currently have cohesive
environmental organizations, sufficient funds, or effectively trained staff
to carry out many basic regulatory tasks. Environmental agencies are nei-
ther well insulated from capture, nor do they coordinate particularly well
with other state agencies. Quite simply, few conditions are in place for ef-
fective enforcement.

The Vietnamese environmental state is however changing, and I would
argue, strengthening its position and capacities. To put it in Barber’s (1997)
terms, Vietnamese environmental agencies are gradually strengthening their
human capital, fiscal strength, and legitimacy (primarily through inter-
national aid programs and publicly visible environmental campaigns),
but continue to struggle to strengthen their reach, coherence, and auton-
omy. Changes in laws, institutions, and public awareness have led to major
changes in state responsiveness to community complaints about pollution.
But the government has some distance to go to strengthen its environmen-
tal agencies.
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5.1.1 Legal Basis of State Environmental Action
As noted in chapter 2, the Vietnamese government has issued a number of
policy statements, laws, and decrees regarding the environment over the
last 10 years. The Law on Environmental Protection (LEP), passed in 1993
(included in the Appendix), is an umbrella law that in many ways is more
a statement of goals than a detailed plan for environmental regulation.
Few features of the law are specific enough to be directly implemented.
The LEP lays out general principles, and then describes state roles and re-
sponsibilities for advancing these goals. For instance, the law regulates the
use of different natural resources (land, air, water, ecosystems), but does
not specify the types of economic activities to be regulated or how they are
to be regulated. The law states simply that “All acts causing environmen-
tal degradation, environmental pollution, or environmental incidents, are
strictly prohibited” (Article 9).

The law goes on to assert that the government will set and control envi-
ronmental standards, but does not specify these standards, or who is even
responsible for establishing them. Article 50 of the law states that those
causing damage to the environment or violating environmental regula-
tions will be subject to administrative sanctions or face criminal prosecu-
tion. But here again, the law fails to establish how fines will be determined
or imposed. Even on the issue of state responsibility, the law is quite vague.
On the one hand, the law states that the Ministry of Science, Technology,
and Environment (MOSTE) and the National Environment Agency (NEA)
are responsible for implementing the law at the national level, and that
People’s Committees—and in particular the DOSTEs within the provin-
cial People’s Committees—are responsible for implementation at the local
level. However, the law also encourages line ministries to establish their
own environmental departments to manage environmental issues related
to state-enterprises under their control, and notes that the Prime Minister
can intervene in cases of “special severity.”

An important aspect of the law is its statement on the rights of citizens
to complain about environmental problems. Article 33 states that people
who detect signs of pollution must immediately notify the local People’s
Committee. Article 43 states that the public has the right to complain or
“denounce” state management of environmental problems. And Articles
49 and 52 establish that polluters must compensate those who suffer
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impacts from pollution. These statements of environmental rights, while
still fairly vague, have served to legitimate public complaints and created
a small window of opportunity for public participation in environmental
issues.

Since the promulgation of the LEP, the National Environment Agency
has drafted and the National Assembly has signed into law a series of de-
crees, directives, and circulars that flesh out the law, and create implemen-
tation instruments to realize the goals of environmental regulation and
enforcement (listed in table 2.3 in chapter 2.) The most important are
Decree 175 on the implementation of the Law on Environmental Protec-
tion and Decree 26 on fines for environmental violations. National envi-
ronmental standards were issued in 1995, including standards on: ambient
air quality; maximum allowable concentrations of hazardous substances
in ambient air; inorganic and organic industrial emissions; pesticide
residues; surface water quality; coastal water quality; groundwater qual-
ity; industrial wastewater discharge; and maximum permitted noise levels.

Five years after the birth of Vietnam’s environmental laws and insti-
tutions, the Politburo of the Communist Party issued an interesting di-
rective on environmental issues (No. 36-CT/TW, dated June 25, 1998).
In this high-level policy statement, which reads almost like a Party self-
denunciation, the Politburo frankly recognized that “the Law on Environ-
mental Protection has not been strictly enforced,” due to the fact that “the
Party and the Government authorities at all levels are not fully aware of the
importance of environmental protection,” and “legal documents on envi-
ronmental protection are lacking, overlapping and not consistent [and] in-
vestment in environmental protection remains low.”

The directive asserts that in order to effectively implement environmen-
tal policies, the government needs both to change its policies and strengthen
its enforcement. In particular, the directive points out the need to create
greater awareness of environmental issues among the public at large by
changing educational curriculum, giving people access to information
on environmental conditions, and supporting public participation in en-
vironmental protection. The directive also proposes that the government
more fully incorporate environmental considerations into development
plans, and better promote pollution prevention strategies. The bottom line
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for the directive, however, is that the government must more strictly im-
plement the Law on Environmental Protection and Environmental Impact
Assessment law, and close down enterprises that cannot or do not reduce
their pollution. This is a surprisingly open admission of the failures of cur-
rent environmental laws, meant to show that the Party recognizes these
problems, and that it plans to take action to improve environmental
protection.

However, the reality of environmental management and enforcement is
never as straightforward as laws and directives. Programs and policies that
seem clear on paper can be interpreted and implemented in many ways.
For instance, the Government has made environmental impact assess-
ments (EIAs) a cornerstone of its environmental programs, but has not
been able to implement them effectively. EIAs are written by consultants
of varying knowledge and expertise and are usually reviewed by officials
with even less knowledge or expertise. The review process is closed and
has become a major source of corruption and conflicts of interests. There
is essentially no quality control, or checks and balances on evaluation of
the EIAs. And there are no procedures for public input or review of EIAs.

Even the consultants who write the EIAs (making around $2,000 to
$4,000 per report) now often joke about how bad they can be. One story
circulates in Vietnam about an institute that writes so many EIAs each year
that they often just cut and paste chapters from one to another. This strat-
egy came back to haunt them once when an EIA was submitted that dis-
cussed the food processing plant under review in the early chapters, but
discussed a shoe factory in later chapters (pasted in from another EIA with-
out changing the word “shoe” to “food”). Less than 10 percent of EIAs
are ever rejected.

The government has also made much of Decree 26 and the fines it claims
it will impose for violations of pollution laws. (These fines are discussed
in detail in chapter 4.) However, actual implementation of this system of
penalties varies widely in different locales, and the entire system of fines
seems to have had little impact on pollution levels. One factory manager
explained, “Fines only serve as a kind of warning not to pollute,” while a
local government official complained that, “Fines go to the state treasury.
Losses are born by the local communities.” Based on their current levels,
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fines do not even appear to be much of a “warning.” The highest fine in the
two years in the four provinces I studied was approximately $380 for a for-
eign firm and only $170 for a state enterprise.

Few people seem to believe government fines have any effect on the de-
cisions of factory managers of medium and large plants. Clearly the most
common fines of $50–$170 have little economic impact on firms with mul-
timillion-dollar budgets. Many of the factory managers I interviewed ac-
knowledged that the fines were too low to motivate changes, but at the
same time complained that fines were not based on actual pollution levels
(just visual determinations), and that the fines seemed designed to simply
generate income for the government or for inspectors.

Although fines are extremely low as noted in chapter 4, compensations
to impacted communities are sometimes set high enough that they can in-
fluence firm decisions. Community demands for compensation have been
increasing steadily since the passage of the LEP. Communities now feel
that they have legal rights not to be polluted, or at the minimum to be com-
pensated for the economic impacts of pollution. The system of compensa-
tions, however, is hardly ideal. Compensations are usually only paid after
economic damages have occurred, and only if the community members
can prove that a specific factory caused the damage. Human health im-
pacts do not currently merit compensation.

Actual enforcement is usually a matter of local politics and negotiation
rather than a function of strict adherence to official policies. The Law on
Environmental Protection grants local authorities the power of setting lo-
cal regulations. Ho Chi Minh City, Hanoi, Dong Nai, and Viet Tri all have
their own local standards, which they established while waiting for na-
tional standards to be promulgated. However, all of these regions except
Ho Chi Minh City now largely follow national standards. Local govern-
ments have also experimented with other environmental strategies such as
Ho Chi Minh City’s creation of a “Black Book” of worst polluters in the
city, Hanoi’s attempts to relocate firms out of the city center, Dong Nai’s
promotion of industrial zones, and Phu Tho’s efforts to negotiate regula-
tions with large SOEs.

Both at the national and local levels, Vietnam has advanced essentially a
traditional command-and-control regulatory system. The government has
established standards, and is in the process of setting up the monitoring
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and enforcement systems to ensure compliance with those standards. This
strategy depends on strong state enforcement capacity that can transmit in-
structions and incentives for compliance. Unfortunately, with the current
system of EIAs, inspections, fines, and penalties, the LEP and accompany-
ing decrees seem to create few incentives for compliance. This may simply
be a symptom of new laws and institutions taking time to establish their
capacity and authority. Or it may be that these policies were designed to
respond to public demands without impeding economic growth.

Vietnam’s long list of laws, decrees, and directives now comprises a
fairly comprehensive legal framework for environmental protection. How-
ever, having laws on the books, and implementing those laws are two
very different things. Issues of capacity, coordination, and conflicts of in-
terest all rear their ugly heads when it comes time to move from policy to
implementation.

5.1.2 Structures, Hierarchies, and Coordination
Ms. Nhu was, until her departure from the Center for Environmental Man-
agement, at the frontlines of the Vietnamese government’s efforts to pro-
mote environmental protection. In each of the country’s sixty-one provinces
and its three largest cities (Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City, and Haiphong),
the government has established Departments of Science, Technology, and
Environment (DOSTE), which are responsible for monitoring and enforce-
ment of the nations’ environmental standards and regulations. CEM is the
environmental management division of the Phu Tho province DOSTE.
And it is departments such as CEM that are largely responsible for influ-
encing whether or not laws are implemented and whether or not the envi-
ronment is protected.

The National Environment Agency (NEA), within the newly created
Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MONRE), is officially
responsible for environmental management in Vietnam, and in particular
for the implementation of the Law on Environmental Protection. However,
the NEA and DOSTEs are only two players in an extremely complicated
patchwork of ministries, departments, and agencies operating at multiple
levels who are responsible for regulating pollution. Table 5.1 lists some of
the agencies involved in different aspects of environmental policy devel-
opment and implementation.1
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In the six case-study firms, each was regulated directly by a provincial
or city DOSTE. However, five of the six were also regulated at different
times by the NEA or MOSTE. And four of the six also had to report to the
Ministry of Industry on environmental issues. All of the firms were regu-
lated by multiple ministries and departments, as table 5.2 indicates.

As the DOSTEs are the frontlines of environmental management (and
the bottom of the hierarchy), I spent significant time inside each of the
local DOSTEs interviewing staff about their regulatory work, and about
incentives and barriers to enforcement of environmental laws. I also
conducted interviews with NEA staff and environmental managers in the
Ministries of Industry, Planning and Investment, and Construction.

Environmental management divisions were officially established in the
DOSTEs in 1995, only two years after the creation of the NEA and the
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Table 5.1
Agencies involved in environmental policy

Environmental Activity Government organization

Policy making Communist Party of Vietnam
Prime Minister
National Assembly
Provincial People’s Councils
National Environment Agency

Planning Ministry of Planning and Investment
Ministry of Finance
Universities and Institutes
Provincial Departments of Planning and Investment
Line Ministry Planning Departments
Ministry of Science, Technology, and Environment

Oversight Ministry of Science, Technology, and Environment
(MOSTE)
National Environment Agency
Provincial People’s Committees
Line Ministries

Implementation National Environment Agency
Provincial Departments of Science, Technology, and
Environment (DOSTEs)
Line Ministry Environment Departments

Source: Adapted from UNDP (1995).



passage of the Law on Environmental Protection. In 1995, there were only
120 government employees nationwide working within the DOSTEs on
environmental issues. By 1998 there were more than 260 DOSTE envi-
ronmental staff (UNDP 1999). Even with this growth, there are still only
approximately four staff per province responsible for environmental man-
agement, which in most provinces is grossly insufficient.

During this same period, the NEA expanded from fifteen staff to over
seventy employees and now has ten divisions. There is a proposal currently
being advanced to expand NEA’s staff to 350 employees, and to raise NEA
to a general department within MONRE headed by a Vice-Minister. Pro-
posals are also on the table to double or triple DOSTE environmental staff
nationwide. This would begin to bring Vietnam in line with other envi-
ronmental agencies in the region.

The growth of the Center for Environmental Management (CEM) in
Phu Tho is a case in point. When I first visited their offices in the summer
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Table 5.2
Regulatory and Promotion Agencies

Firm Regulatory agencies Promoting agencies

Ba Nhat Chemicals Hanoi DOSTE Hanoi Department of Industry
Hanoi Department Hanoi People’s Committee
of Industry

Dona Bochang Dong Nai DOSTE Dong Nai People’s Committee
Textiles MOSTE (for EIA) Ministry of Planning and 

Investment

Lam Thao CEM Ministry of Industry
Superphosphates NEA

Ministry of Industry

Tan Mai Paper Dong Nai DOSTE Ministry of Industry
NEA 
Ministry of Industry

Tae Kwang Vina Dong Nai DOSTE Ministry of Planning and 
Shoes NEA Investment

Dept. of Labor Dong Nai People’s Committee

Viet Tri Chemicals CEM Ministry of Industry
NEA 
Ministry of Industry



of 1994, CEM consisted of two rooms in a run-down building, containing
little more than a few wooden chairs and a ceiling fan. The organization
had no environmental monitoring or analysis equipment and little envi-
ronmental experience or knowledge. However, by the summer of 1998,
CEM was operating out of a new three-story building with more than ten
offices, a conference room, and the still-uncompleted laboratory. Staff had
been trained in using direct-reading monitoring equipment, and comput-
ers were operating throughout the offices. The DOSTE in Dong Nai expe-
rienced a similar expansion during these years, completing a new building
of its own by late 1998, and expanding its environmental staff from three
to ten employees.

The Law on Environmental Protection also requires line ministries to es-
tablish their own environmental management divisions. Most ministries
have thus created nominal environmental divisions, some of which are
much stronger than others. The Ministry of Construction for instance, has
a much more developed environmental unit than the Ministry of Industry.
The Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development now has expansive
environmental programs under its control (primarily relating to forestry
and rural ecosystems). And the Ministry of Planning and Investment (MPI)
now has a powerful environmental unit within the Department of Science,
Education and Environment (DSEE). DSEE is the counterpart to NEA and
MONRE on many development projects which have environmental im-
pacts. Figure 5.1 shows a basic schematic of the government structure on
environmental management, and figure 5.2 shows the key ministries in-
volved in environmental issues.

This dispersal of environmental responsibilities to different ministries
has both positive and negative implications. On the positive side, it has
helped to “mainstream” environmental concerns into many aspects of
government decision making, and has spread environmental responsibili-
ties to officials closest to decisions that directly impact the environment.
However, one major problem in this design is a resulting overlap of re-
sponsibilities and competition between ministries and agencies to control
decision making over environmental planning, EIA review, and policy for-
mulation. This dispersal of responsibilities without attendant mechanisms
for resolving interministerial disputes remains a problem in many areas of
environmental management.

158 Chapter 5



Figure 5.1
Government structure for environmental management



Figure 5.2
Ministries involved in industrial environmental issues



The organizational relations between the central government and the
provinces around environmental management is also quite complex. The
NEA was formerly a division of the Ministry of Science, Technology, and
Environment and is now part of the Ministry of Natural Resources and
Environment. Ostensibly the Departments of Science, Technology, and En-
vironment were the provincial versions of the MOSTE. However, the
DOSTEs do not report directly to, or take instructions from, the MOSTE.
Rather, the DOSTEs are managed by the People’s Committees of each
province or city, which report directly to the Office of the Government and
the Prime Minister. The NEA does attempt to guide the DOSTEs on im-
plementation of national environmental policies, and occasionally hires
them to carry out national inspection programs or EIA reviews.

As figures 5.1 and 5.2 should indicate, environmental institutions in
Vietnam in general are organized along vertical hierarchical lines, and as
such transmit information and orders up and down along these vertical
chains of command. The different organizations and institutions respon-
sible for environmental issues seldom pass information or coordinate
among other institutions horizontally. So for instance, the provincial and
city DOSTEs do not generally coordinate well with the National Environ-
ment Agency, and in turn the NEA does not coordinate well with the Min-
istry of Planning and Investment’s Department of Science, Education, and
Environment.

Even with the advent of advanced information technologies, environ-
mental institutes and agencies seldom share information in Vietnam.
Institutional tendencies towards vertical hierarchies and poor horizontal
communication make coordination on environmental issues extremely
difficult. As the World Bank has noted, environmental responsibilities are
generally “unclear, suffering from the inherent danger of multiple re-
sponsibilities with inadequate accountability” (World Bank 1994: Annex
10). There also remain tensions between central and local environmental
enforcement in Vietnam, and poor channels of communication and co-
ordination between Hanoi and the provinces, and horizontally between
provinces and cities (who presumably could learn much from each other).

In most cases, cooperation and information sharing remains poor be-
tween government agencies, institutes, and research centers. Information
and data collected by a government agency can be requested through for-
mal channels, with an official letter. However, this procedure sometimes
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requires months before receiving the data. Instead, researchers and agency
staff report that they use personal connections to access information. The
quality of personal relations often thus determines whether an organiza-
tion can access information at all. According to some sources, environ-
mental information sometimes does not flow well even between divisions
of the NEA.

There are also limitations in the exchange of information from the local
level up to the national level, even within a ministry. There are currently
no clear mechanisms or protocols to ensure a reliable flow of information
from the local to the national level. One of the reasons for the reluctance
to share information is the perception that information, even if it has been
generated under government contracts, should be controlled. People stated
frequently that information is power, and that controlling information is
one way for agencies and centers to earn additional income to support
their staff and programs.

Numerous policy documents, consultants reports, and aid assessments
discuss the weaknesses of current environmental institutional arrange-
ments in Vietnam (see for instance, Thanh 1993, World Bank 1994, UNDP
1995, World Bank 1997, UNIDO 1998). Carew-Reid (1998) summarizes
the institutional challenges of promoting environmental protection in
Vietnam, including: limited separation of powers between the legislative,
executive, and judiciary branches; limited coordination and integration
between and within ministries, between the provinces and the center, and
among the provinces; overlap in executing responsibilities; an overly cen-
tralized institutional structure; a complicated and inflexible institutional
structure; limited monitoring of agency implementation; limited capacity
of staff; limited resources devoted to environmental issues; failure to in-
tegrate environmental strategies into socioeconomic plans; and lack of
follow-up on EIAs and environmental assessments. This combination of
institutional and administrative problems has led to a situation where
“procedures are cumbersome, administered by a relatively large number of
staff at low levels of remuneration. Enforcement of laws and regulations is
neither strict nor consistent, adding further to the uncertainties and un-
predictability of administrative decision making” (Carew-Reid 1998: 14).

Decision making on environmental policy issues is controlled largely
from the top of the political hierarchy. The Communist Party has retained
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control of most aspects of policy development and controls key imple-
menting positions at all levels of the government. This has created an
environment in which as Carew-Reid (1998: 13) argues “little creative au-
thority has been devolved.” The formal process of environmental policy
development in Vietnam generally involves the NEA drafting a new policy
(with the assistance of university researchers or other government institute
staff), then sending it up the chain to the Ministry of Science, Technology,
and Environment. MOSTE reviews the policy and then submits it to the
Office of the Government. When the Prime Minister has signed off on the
policy it can be submitted to the National Assembly for approval, or issued
directly from the Office of the Government.

However, even within this formal process, the Communist Party contin-
ues to exert control over most key decision points, including the National
Assembly, executive offices, and the ministries and departments that re-
view a policy proposal. The National Assembly, which was until recently
a rubber-stamping body, still only meets twice per year for short sessions,
and rarely votes against official party decisions. The National Assembly
would score very low on a legislative professionalism index (Agthe, Billings,
Marchand 1996).

This structure of course has costs. As one critic (Porter 1993: 64) argues,
“the price of a centralized political structure under the domination of the
party has been an overburdened leadership group, rampant abuse of power,
popular alienation, ineffective policy-making on many issues, and an in-
ability to respond administratively to popular needs.” Dryzek makes the
point more generally for centralized environmental agencies, arguing, “hi-
erarchical systems necessarily obstruct the free transmission of information
that is essential to the effective solution of nonroutine problems. In the con-
text of ecological problems no less than elsewhere, verified truth relevant to
policy does not exist. Theories in the hands of the apex of administrative
structure must always err to a greater or lesser degree. But hierarchy re-
sists the institutionalization of trial and error that this recognition neces-
sitates. . . . Hierarchy may be adequate for the coordination of routine
tasks, but not for complex and variable problems” (Dryzek 1994: 182).

In a major, multiyear study of environmental issues in Vietnam, the
World Bank (1994) made one of its highest priority recommendations
the coordination of environmental policy and implementation through
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“the establishment of a supra-ministerial body or council to be chaired by
at least a Deputy Prime Minister with MOSTE serving as the secretariat.”
Three years later, in another report, the World Bank (1997: vii) once again
put the establishment of a cross-ministerial consultative committee to
coordinate between MOSTE, the Ministry of Planning and Investment,
the Ministry of Finance, and the Ministry of Industry as its top priority
recommendation. However, to date, no such coordinating committee has
been established, and lines of decision making around pollution issues
remain unclear. Laws are now on the books and institutions are in place.
However, for virtually every major pollution issue the lines of decision
making and enforcement responsibility become hazy when it comes to
specific responsibilities and enforcement.

5.1.3 State Capacity
The actual implementation of environmental policies continues to be
stymied by weaknesses in agency capacities to monitor and enforce laws
and regulations. Studies in developing countries in Asia, Africa, Eastern
Europe, and the Americas repeatedly discuss problems of inadequate
staffing and funding, lack of scientific knowledge, professionalism, insti-
tutional capacity, coordination and cooperation, limited independence,
and the overcentralization of environmental responsibilities in weak na-
tional environmental bureaucracies (see for instance Dwivedi and Vajpeyi
1995, Eder 1996, Desai 1998, Sapru 1998). The DOSTEs that I studied
were all understaffed, underfunded, and undertrained to carry out the
long list of duties assigned them. Not surprisingly, the heads of the DOSTEs
complained regularly about these weaknesses.

A number of capacity building projects have been sponsored by inter-
national agencies and donors over the last five years in Vietnam including
programs to build DOSTE capacities in Hanoi (funded by the Vietnam–
Canada Environment Program [VCEP]), Dong Nai and Phu Tho (funded
by the United Nations Development Programme and implemented by
the United Nations Industrial Development Program), Ho Chi Minh City
(funded by the Singaporean government and UNIDO), and the National
Environment Agency (funded by the Swedish International Development
Authority and VCEP). The World Bank has also funded a four-phase proj-
ect on building Vietnamese capacity for industrial pollution prevention.
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Capacity of course is more than just technical skills, staff numbers, or
access to new equipment. The unopened lab equipment in Phu Tho is only
the most glaring example of the difficulties of building capacity. State in-
stitutions that are weak or lack legitimacy face severe constraints on their
ability to intervene forcefully in socioeconomic activities (such as the
regulation of industry). State agencies are often only as powerful as the
degree to which they can distribute favors or extract resources. As one
UNDP program officer explained (Ms. Ly—12/11/98), “while there are now
many people in the Vietnamese government who can talk about environ-
mental issues, there are no effective champions for moving environmental
programs forward. The current leaders cannot organize, mobilize, and
lead a movement in the government. . . . Vietnamese experts do not have
good coordinating capacities. We need a longer-term strategy for develop-
ing a younger generation of environmental leaders.” Other characteristics
are also critical to environmental enforcement such as state coherence (the
degree to which agencies and actors in the state agree to work toward
shared objectives), autonomy (the extent to which the state can act inde-
pendently of external forces), legitimacy (the strength of the state’s moral
authority), reach (the state’s ability to get things done in society), and re-
sponsiveness (the extent to which polices meet the needs and grievances of
citizens) (Barber 1997).

Coordination and decision making between agencies and departments
can also be critical to the implementation of environmental policies.
Decision-making authority can be both too highly centralized and too
fragmented (Desai 1998). Centralization can lead to problems when regu-
lators do not fully understand problems on the ground, trade-offs that
need to be taken at the local level, or the power of local vested interests.
Rigid hierarchies are also less capable of learning from local experiences
and experiments in implementation. On the other hand, completely lo-
calized policy implementation can lead to problems of corruption, poor
coordination between locales, and poor information sharing. With the
globalization and intensification of environmental problems, and the in-
creasing speed of changes in industrial practices, state administrators are
hard pressed to keep up with industrial and environmental changes. Top-
down technocratic decision-making processes are particularly limited in
their capacity to respond to new economic dynamics and environmental
problems (Giddens 1990, Beck 1992).
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Even on the most straightforward capacity issues—those related to
funding for agencies—the Vietnamese government faces challenges. The
government has set a target of spending 1 percent of GDP on environ-
mental investments by 2010. However, the budget for environmental pro-
grams is currently only approximately 0.03 percent of GDP, a fair distance
from the stated goal. Large amounts of foreign aid money have been flow-
ing into Vietnam for capacity building purposes. However, this has led the
Vietnamese government to choose not to invest much of its own money in
agency staff training or human resource development.

5.1.4 Conflicts in the State
As numerous analysts have argued, the state is often an arena in which
competing interests attempt to advance their goals and objectives. Gould
et al. (1996) argue that the state continually faces conflicting interests and
goals around environmental issues. At the most basic level, the state must
both facilitate economic development and protect the social and economic
structures that support society. This means both promoting industrial
expansion and trying to protect “livelihood” and “quality of life” issues
including clean air and water. Sometimes this takes on a “zero-sum” com-
petition for access to natural resources (such as use of forests for timber
companies or national parks). Other times the state simply is not capable
of effectively enforcing environmental regulations in the face of powerful
corporate interests.

A continuing theme in studies of environmental enforcement in devel-
oping countries is the conflict between economic and environmental
goals. The globally hegemonic economic development strategy of export-
oriented industrialization is often fueled by the exploitation of natural
resources (which leads to degraded environments) and the expansion of
industrial manufacturing (which leads to urban pollution). One recent
survey of these issues (Desai 1998) showed that, in the ten countries stud-
ied, economic growth took precedence over environmental protection, and
economic policies and programs led to serious impacts on the environ-
ment. In every country analyzed, environmental ministries and agencies
were much weaker than economic and planning agencies.

In environmental issues it becomes quite clear that “the state” is not a
monolithic entity. Conflicts exist within state agencies regarding the costs
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and benefits of environmental regulation, and between state agencies re-
garding the regulation of activities with environmental impacts. State
agencies face a range of costs and benefits related to environmental en-
forcement, including the financial costs of building agency capacity and
carrying out inspections, as well as the political costs of upsetting factory
managers, other government officials, and local constituents. There are
major political and economic costs associated with closing down a pol-
luting factory (which is why it is so rarely done). On the other hand, there
are also political costs to ignoring community complaints and allowing
local environments to be degraded. In the minds of government officials,
there are potential costs to both overregulation that scare off foreign in-
vestors or harm the economy, and underregulation that allow destructive
activities that undermine the local resource base and quality of life. Ulti-
mately, it is a combination of costs that must be compared, ranging from
the costs of environmental protection programs, to the economic impacts
of these programs, to the effects on tax revenues, all compared with the
benefits gained from environmental and health protections.

The World Bank (1997), for instance, has estimated the current eco-
nomic costs of health impacts due to industrial pollution in Vietnam to be
approximately 0.3 percent of GDP and rising fast. The Bank further esti-
mates that health costs of pollution could reach hundreds of millions of
dollars per year, or 1.2 percent of GDP by 2010. In this light, current en-
vironmental spending is an order of magnitude lower than the social and
ecological costs of pollution.

There are also direct personal costs and benefits of enforcement within
state agencies. Low salaries make it not only tempting, but sometimes a
matter of survival to earn extra money from regulated parties. Getting a
reputation for being a strict inspector may also raise unwanted attention
and pressure from higher officials. Rational agency staff are thus hypoth-
esized to minimize these costs by regulating firms that either can afford to
pay or who do not have strong local support (Peltzman 1976).

Corruption is currently a serious problem throughout the Vietnamese
government. Although there is no open documentation on this subject, it
is widely held that inspectors take bribes to supplement their salaries.
Transparency International ranks Vietnam in the top 10 percent of coun-
tries in perceived corruption. This can range from small “gifts” such as free
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dinners to major cash exchanges. The most common form of corruption
seems to involve kickbacks for government approvals and contracts. For
instance, it is common to hear stories about how managers on interna-
tional aid projects can build themselves a new house by skimming a per-
centage off project budgets. One Asian Development Bank (ADB) staff
person in Hanoi asserted (personal interview—12/23/98) that up to 30
percent of project budgets can disappear in kickbacks for employees and
contractors. Even the former Prime Minister complained that when the
government tries to give 100 dong to the people, 80 dong gets appropri-
ated by corrupt officials on the way down.

There is also an issue of the autonomy of state agencies and actors. A
state environmental agency cannot be “too close” to a firm, or it will not
be able to independently monitor and enforce laws. By this, I mean the en-
vironmental agency should not be either fully captured or overly influ-
enced by either a firm manager or other state officials with interests in the
promotion or protection of the firm (such as the Ministry of Industry or
the Ministry of Planning and Investment). These conflicts are particularly
stark in regards to state-owned enterprises. When the state is both the pol-
luter and the regulator it is difficult to overcome agency conflicts and ad-
vance normal regulation. The issue arises for example when the NEA has
to deal with a pollution problem at a Ministry of Industry-affiliated fac-
tory. Although MOSTE is on the same administrative level as the other line
ministries, clearly NEA is not powerful enough to force the Ministry of In-
dustry, or even the environment department within MOI to do something
it opposes. And as mentioned, there is no established system within the
Vietnamese government for arbitrating interministerial disputes around
environmental issues.

The example of trying to shut down factories is particularly telling. In
1995, NEA released a “blacklist” of thirteen firms nationwide it felt should
be shut down because of the severity of their pollution. These firms were
very clear polluters, with little hope of ever installing the technology to
bring the firms into compliance. The reaction from other ministries and
agencies however, was so strong that NEA’s plans were blocked. To date,
not one of the factories on NEAs blacklist has been closed.

To put it bluntly, the agencies charged with industrial development and
environmental management in Vietnam—as in most countries—just do
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not get along. This is not simply an issue of poor coordination. This goes
to the level of rivalries, competition for resources and power, and direct
conflicts over goals and objectives. Ministries and provincial departments
have ongoing feuds and power struggles, even among and within their en-
vironmental divisions. For instance, in each of the DOSTEs, the relation-
ship between the inspection division and the environmental management
division was less than ideal. And relations between the DOSTEs and NEA
were even worse. As one UNDP official asserted, the NEA even “some-
times works to undermine local level initiatives such as the Environment
Committee in Ho Chi Minh City” (Johnson—12/10/98). And relations
between the NEA and other departments and agencies in Hanoi are also
rife with political problems and competition.

5.2 Inside the Frontline Environmental Agencies

The frontline environmental agencies—the DOSTEs and CEM—face a
continuous struggle to enforce Vietnam’s environmental laws and decrees.
Agency staff who are committed to enforcing the law face internal and ex-
ternal pressures against enforcement. Weaknesses in capacities and moti-
vations of other staff further impede enforcement. However, under certain
conditions these barriers can be surmounted, and regulation can occur. A
series of interviews with agency staff in Phu Tho, Dong Nai, and Hanoi,
the three provinces of the case study firms, provide some insights into these
challenges and successes.

5.2.1 Phu Tho DOSTE and CEM
Phu Tho province has undergone a number of changes in environmental
management over the last few years. The province was actually created in
1996 when a larger province—Vinh Phu—was split in two. At that time,
the responsibilities for environmental management were also split between
the two provinces, and staff were spread even more thinly across the new
agencies. The Center for Environmental Management, with a few key staff
missing, became the environmental agency responsible for Phu Tho. A re-
organization a year later made the DOSTE, which is above the CEM,
responsible for all environmental inspections and fines, with the CEM re-
sponsible specifically for environmental monitoring.
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The Inspection Division within DOSTE now carries out inspections and
responds to citizen complaints. Mr. Khanh, the director of DOSTE, ex-
plained the department’s responsibilities and activities (personal inter-
view—6/25/97).

There are three kinds of inspections: regular inspections which should be carried
out every quarter or every six months; sudden inspections, where we give no warn-
ing to the factory; and, complaint-based inspections. Companies are informed five
to seven days before the inspection. The sufferer of the pollution is also informed.
In the inspections we try to inspect the real situation of the pollution. However, in
the past we only used an ‘intuitive’ method for analyzing the pollution, we couldn’t
do any sampling. Now though we take samples and send them to Hanoi for anal-
ysis. The factory has to pay for the sampling costs.

Based on an analysis of the sampling results, compared to the standards, and us-
ing Decree 26 on fines, we decide whether to fine the firm or certify compliance.
Fines go to the Phu Tho treasury. The factory can appeal the fine if they don’t agree
with it. But the factory still has to pay the fine first and then appeal afterward.

Our other responsibility is when the actions of a company affect a community.
We work with the company to set the compensation for the community. We basi-
cally arbitrate between the two sides.

The province cannot shut down a centrally run state-owned enterprise. Only the
Ministry of Industry or the Prime Minister can close a large factory.

The most common environmental inspections follow community com-
plaints. Until the DOSTE assumed its responsibilities, the Center for En-
vironmental Management was the lead environmental agency in Phu Tho.
Mr. Hung, the director of CEM explained how the agency handled com-
plaints, inspections and compensations in 1995 and 1996 (personal inter-
view—11/5/96).

In the last two years there have been several cases of pollution and compensation.
In one case there was a wastewater release [from Viet Tri Chemicals] that killed fish
in a fish pond. The factory first claimed that the death of the fish wasn’t their fault.
CEM measured the pH of the water and was able to prove that the factory’s waste-
water had killed the fish.

Lam Thao has had two recent cases of compensation. In one, the factory emit-
ted hazardous gases which burned 30 hectares of rice crops up to eight kilometers
from the factory. After the incident, the local people called CEM and asked us to
come out to verify the impact. We helped negotiate the compensation—which was
78 million dong for one commune and 20 million dong for another commune. The
value of the lost crops were probably higher than that, but that was the compen-
sation the company was willing to pay.

I have to explain to the communities that they can’t get the full compensation
because the firms use old technology and need to keep operating for employment
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reasons. Sometimes communities can’t prove that environmental damage is caused
by a specific factory. In those cases, they don’t get any compensation.

Companies are worried about community members gathering in front of their
factories. They don’t like protests in front of the factories. These just began re-
cently. We also are worried that these gatherings will spread if other factories don’t
clean up their pollution.

The public has more environmental awareness and wants the Environmental
Protection law to be enforced. The public realizes that there is damage and costs
from pollution.

In a follow-up interview six months later, Mr. Hung explained (personal
interview—6/27/97) that although CEM is now responsible for environ-
mental monitoring, because they do not have a large budget or a proper
laboratory, they only do monitoring when community members complain,
and compensations only occur through negotiations between the state,
firm, and community members.

We choose which factories to monitor based on public opinions and environmen-
tal problems. Factories with bad reputations get monitored. If fish are killed, or a
well is contaminated, we take samples. We can’t do regular environmental moni-
toring. We don’t have the staff or the equipment. So we only monitor when there
is a complaint or a problem.

The amount of compensation is set by negotiation between the factory and the
community. If we force the companies to pay compensation in accordance with the
value of the community loss, the factories will have a very hard time. They will lose
money.

For Lam Thao, we studied the pollution for three months in eight different com-
munes. If we had suggested the compensation amount based on past losses, Lam
Thao couldn’t have paid. Lam Thao agreed to pay some compensation, but paid it
to the District People’s Committee, not to the communes. The community actually
got very little money and complained to us again. After that we decided that all fu-
ture payments must go directly from the polluter to the sufferer.

Thus, while Phu Tho has official inspection procedures, currently al-
most all monitoring and enforcement is driven by community complaints.
Fines remain so low that they have little impact on pollution levels, but
compensation demands from polluted communities can result in substan-
tial costs to firms. All fines and compensations are negotiated between the
state, firm, and community.

5.2.2 Dong Nai DOSTE
Industry in Dong Nai province has been expanding at exponential rates,
growing by over 30 percent per year in the 1990s. There are now over 330
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joint venture and foreign-owned enterprises in the province (with a total
investment capital of $5.25 billion). At the same time, pollution levels have
also been growing disturbingly fast. According to an internal government
report, the Dong Nai DOSTE received roughly sixty complaints about
pollution problems per year between 1994 and 1996. However, in 1997,
the DOSTE inspection division reported receiving over 100 complaint
letters in the first six months alone. These complaints came from commu-
nity members living near factories, workers inside the factories, and even
neighboring factory managers.

Community members send complaint letters to many different govern-
ment offices in Dong Nai. However, at some point most complaints end up
on the desks at the DOSTE, as they are ultimately responsible for pollu-
tion problems in the province. The DOSTE’s current inspection system is
similar to Phu Tho in that most inspections to date have been motivated
by community complaints.

The Dong Nai DOSTE themselves complain that they lack the equip-
ment and staff to monitor factory emissions, and more importantly, that
they do not have the power necessary to influence firms to reduce their pol-
lution. One DOSTE inspector explained that “in terms of the law, every
factory is equal, but in reality older factories and state enterprises get
treated differently. We give state enterprises more time to comply with the
laws. New factories are easier to manage. For state factories with difficult
emissions, we usually make a report and send it to the People’s Commit-
tee, asking for suggestions for a solution. Decisions on these factories are
made from the top. But each factory is different” (Mr. Tien—4/9/97).

The process of inspections in Dong Nai was explained as follows
(Mr. Lang—6/6/97):

When a complaint letter comes in we establish an inspection group. It usually has
seven or eight members, including people from DOSTE, the ward People’s Com-
mittee, the district or province, and sometimes even a reporter. Sometimes though,
we don’t assemble inspection teams, just members of DOSTE go out to investigate.

The principle for solving disputes is negotiation. The factory and the people
should agree together on the settlement. If they can’t agree then we have to take
some action like setting a fine.

The management of environmental problems is not particularly smooth
within the DOSTEs. Although more closely connected than the CEM and
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DOSTE in Phu Tho, the different divisions in the Dong Nai DOSTE also
have conflicts and limitations, and most regulation appears to involve a
process of negotiation first within the government agency itself, and then
between the government and the firm. As Mr. Lang explained (6/6/97),

The integration between the Inspection Division and the Environmental Manage-
ment Division within DOSTE is not good. There is poor coordination and the two
divisions don’t seem to understand each other. The Environmental Management
Division only gives the test results. The Inspection Division makes the decisions on
action.

There are also problems of authority in solving pollution problems. Some dis-
tricts give responsibility to the health division, some to the economic division.
There are no rules for the responsibility. The system should divide responsibility
appropriately. Now it is just based on investment capital (big projects are handled
by MOSTE, small projects by the DOSTE). This creates problems about adminis-
trative borders and for pollution between province.

Under Decree 26, the DOSTE can fine factories. However, the fines are too low,
and companies are not afraid of the fines. Factories are only afraid of publicity
through the media. They are worried that sales might go down. When you apply
Decree 26, you have to be very flexible. You cannot strictly apply the fines. You
have to consider social effects.

The DOSTE has the right to temporarily shut down factories for up to five days.
For a longer period, we have to go to a higher level. So far, we have never shut down
a factory.

There are sometimes conflicts between inspectors and foreign managers. If the
inspectors are very strict about environmental enforcement, then it will have a neg-
ative impact on the economy. Foreigners come here to produce, and are not happy
if they have to pay fines. Especially the Taiwanese and Koreans. We are afraid if we
are too strict we won’t get other investors from Taiwan and Korea. If you want the
investment capital, you have to sacrifice some things.

Against these odds, the head of the inspection division reiterated how
important public complaints are to the inspection process (Mr. Tien—
6/9/97), “If the complaints of a community are very strong, that factory will
be inspected first. We have too many factories to inspect, so we prioritize
based on complaints. The compensation process starts from complaints. If
people lose crops but don’t complain, then there is no compensation.”

The director of the environmental management division explained fur-
ther how delicate regulation can be (Mr. Het—8/1/98),

Every normal inspection in Dong Nai is preceded by a complaint. The DOSTE did
conduct a series of inspections for NEA in 1997, but all of our other inspections
are based on the complaints of people and their letters. Normally, the DOSTE con-
ducts around 200 inspections per year. Fines are set by the inspection division
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based on Decree 26. The DOSTE can keep up to 30 percent of the fine if it submits
detailed plans for using the revenue. But even this much isn’t enough to cover the
costs of sample analysis. The level of the fine isn’t very important. Information
from the inspection is more important. Our goal is to increase awareness about the
environmental law.

When a company is in a difficult situation you cannot push them too much. The
government of Vietnam has a policy to work with companies to solve problems.

Things are very sensitive with companies like Tae Kwang [the Nike factory] right
now. Companies with operations in Indonesia can move their production there if
they have a problem in Vietnam. . . . We understand that, they don’t need to say
it . . . The province is very concerned now about the economic downturn in Asia.
Ten thousand workers have been laid off this year. Investment is down. Growth is
slowing. We don’t want to make conditions difficult for foreign investors. We have
to be even more careful about environmental regulation now. We don’t want to hurt
companies or scare them off.

The DOSTE and other local government agencies also sometimes serve
to protect industry from regulation. For instance, as the director of one
provincial department explained (personal interview—6/11/97), “Tan
Mai will not be shut down even though they lose money. Tan Mai is
currently losing about 25 billion dong [over $2 million] per year. So the
government is not even getting any taxes from Tan Mai. They have not
received over 12 billion in taxes over the last two years.” Despite these
losses, the factory receives special protections, and as one local level of-
ficial charged, “Although people complain, DOSTE gave Tan Mai a cer-
tificate saying they were in compliance, so the phuong and the community
can do nothing. The phuong cannot complain or go against the DOSTE,
even though we know it is wrong” (Mr. Dung—6/6/97).

The DOSTE is thus forced to try to balance pressures from below with
pressures from above, and occasionally pressures from overseas. Essen-
tially, they must prove they are serious about environmental protection
without hurting industrial interests. This leads to a process of negotiated
regulation, and responses to the most vocal community complaints.

5.2.3 Hanoi DOSTE
The Hanoi DOSTE is a relatively powerful agency with fairly large inspec-
tion and environmental management divisions. The city established its own
environmental standards in 1991. However, as a number of analysts have
noted, these standards cannot be effectively implemented as they cover too
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many parameters for the DOSTE to monitor. The Hanoi standards cover
ninety-five ambient air pollutants, 117 ambient water pollutants, 140 work-
place air pollutants, fifteen types of particulate contaminants, and noise.
Hanoi has also developed programs to move polluting factories out of its
city center. To date, the city has relocated six highly polluting factories. The
Hanoi DOSTE is also the first city or provincial environmental agency to
negotiate an aid project directly with a foreign government. Hanoi DOSTE
is now supported by the Vietnam–Canada Environment Program and the
Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA).

Dr. Lam, the director of the environmental management division in
DOSTE explained the overall capacities and responsibilities of his division
(personal interview—3/28/97):

The Environmental Management Division (EMD) in the DOSTE has fourteen
staff, which is not enough to cover our responsibilities. The staff lacks special
training on environmental issues. We also don’t get enough support from local-
level People’s Committees.

The community is now more and more aware of environmental issues, but still
at varying levels. We get four to five complaints per day at EMD. Complaints usu-
ally go to the DOSTE inspection division and we work together with them to eval-
uate the complaint. We respond to every complaint with either a letter or an
inspection.

In the case of compensation, we go out to the factory to negotiate the compen-
sation rate with the local people. In one case, the farmers asked for 300–400 mil-
lion dong for rice that was destroyed. We ended up getting the factory to pay 50–
60 million dong. We had to evaluate the real damage and arbitrate between the fac-
tory and the farmers.

We have not closed any factories in Hanoi yet because of concerns about unem-
ployment impacts. We threaten them, but we haven’t closed any. Some factories
laugh at our threats. The “8th March” Textiles factory said, “Just close us down.”
They aren’t afraid of the threat. They know we won’t close them. Factories with
profits may take the threat more seriously, because we know they have money to
make changes. Market conditions make a difference. If they have a market for
products, they care more about the threat of closure.

Dr. Khien, the director of Hanoi DOSTE, was more positive about the
DOSTE’s capacity and future directions (personal interview—12/10/98):

DOSTE’s capacity has improved a lot. Training programs have helped us
strengthen our staff. Coordination and cooperation with other city departments
has also improved. Now we invite many people from other agencies to participate
in our projects, and we have close relations with other ministries. We try to share
the benefits of our projects with other provinces in the north.
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We need an integrated strategy for dealing with pollution in Hanoi, including
thinking about employment, economics, and environment. We need to enforce reg-
ulations, but to give companies a certain period to improve their performance. We
need to develop new policies that create tax benefits for cleaner production invest-
ments, and economic incentives for enforcement. And if all else fails, we should re-
locate or close down polluting factories.

The case of the Ba Nhat chemical factory and DOSTE’s efforts to relo-
cate the plant provide an interesting example of the challenges faced by the
DOSTE. As noted in chapter 3, DOSTE faced a series of battles to win ap-
proval for relocating the factory. First, the DOSTE had to contend with
other city offices (such as the Department of Industry) who wanted to al-
low Ba Nhat to stay in its current location and continue to produce. When
the DOSTE finally won approval to move the factory out of the city cen-
ter, they then had to begin the process of working with suburban and
rural government officials and community members to convince them to
accept the factory. These efforts were blocked twice by communities op-
posed to the pollution before a rural community with an existing chemi-
cal plant finally agreed to accept the plant.

As Mrs. Nhu, the Vice-Director of the EMD explained (personal inter-
view—12/26/98):

Pollution was the key issue on motivating the move. There were many complaints
from the public. And the National Assembly representative from Hai Ba Trung [the
neighborhood of the factory] worked to push forward the decision. Ba Nhat is the
first factory in Hanoi to be moved by force because of public pressure.

We had a multisectoral meeting to make the final decision. The Departments of
Industry, DOSTE, Department of Planning and Investment, People’s Council, Hai
Ba Trung district, and Communist Party all participated. The Hanoi People’s Com-
mittee made the final decision.

It was a long and complicated discussion. Two communities rejected the reloca-
tion of the factory to their locales. This made it a big headache for the city. It is very
complicated to coordinate moving factories. We need a focal point department,
and to integrate it with land use planning.

Despite institutional weaknesses and interagency conflicts, the Hanoi
DOSTE is learning how to enforce environmental regulations even against
city-owned factories. The agency has begun to leverage community com-
plaints to strengthen its own position in interagency disputes. This is
critical as pollution incidents are still handled through negotiation and
political maneuvering between government agencies.
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5.3 Pathways to Environmental Enforcement

Under the current legal and institutional framework in Vietnam, there are
numerous formal incentives, but few actual pressures for firms to com-
ply with environmental laws. Fines are too low to motivate changes. The
threat of closure is nonexistent for any but the smallest firms. EIAs are
largely ignored. Monitoring and inspections are still all too rare. And even
when inspectors do show up, they are often ill-prepared and underpaid so
they can easily be bought off or blocked.

However, regulation and punishments do sometimes occur under es-
sentially a complaint-based environmental protection system. In this
system, the more a community complains, the higher priority a problem
receives from government inspectors. Public complaints appear to be the
primary means to motivate state agencies to pressure firms to reduce pol-
lution. Because agency capacity is so weak, virtually the only time these
agencies go out and actually enforce is when they are pressured by com-
munity members. Ironically, this public pressure also strengthens the agen-
cies, giving them cover to regulate, and supporting their own requests for
more resources from the state.

Obviously, there are potential weaknesses and problems with this sys-
tem of complaint-driven inspections and compensations. Weak capacity
and poor coordination limit the scope and depth of regulation. Compen-
sations never fully pay the costs of pollution. State officials still generally
side with the polluters. Community members only focus on certain types
of pollution problems. Nonetheless, these complaints can lead to real en-
vironmental improvements.

A somewhat unusual feature of Vietnamese environmental institutions
is that the provincial DOSTEs have very weak formal ties to the MOSTE
or the NEA. This is particularly unusual because all of the other line min-
istries have formal relations with the equivalent departments at the provin-
cial level (e.g., the Ministry of Agriculture to a provincial department of
agriculture). As it turns out, this is actually a critical institutional factor
for environmental policy implementation in Vietnam. There are of course
problems with this separation of powers and responsibilities, and prob-
lems of coordination and communication. For instance, the NEA develops

Motivating a Conflicted Environmental State 177



and advances national policies on environmental standards, EIAs, inspec-
tions, fines, and so forth, and the provincial DOSTEs are supposed to
implement them. Often the policies do not match the local “concrete con-
ditions” in the provinces, and so the policies are not enforced. Without any
formal reporting or responsibilities to NEA, the DOSTEs also feel fairly
free to ignore NEA policy pronouncements and recommendations. And it
appears that the only time the DOSTEs really coordinate with the NEA is
when the central government (NEA or MOSTE) pay the DOSTEs to do
inspections or compile “State of the Environment” reports. Numerous in-
ternational reports on Vietnam’s environmental institutions point to this
problem and recommend stronger formal links between the NEA and 
the DOSTEs (World Bank 1994, UNDP 1995, World Bank 1997, UNIDO
1998).

However, there is also a potential benefit to this institutional arrange-
ment. Local communities seem to have been able to advance their interests
for better environmental protection within these confines. There are sev-
eral reasons for this. First, because the DOSTEs report directly to pro-
vincial People’s Committees, which report directly to the Office of
the Government and the Prime Minister, complaints that make it to the
DOSTE and People’s Committee, can have a much greater effect on gov-
ernment action than if they went through the MOSTE bureaucracy on
their way to top decision makers.

Second, while MOSTE, and now MONRE, is in theory equal to other
ministries, it is in fact much weaker and generally loses debates in the
Council of Ministers that affect the interests of the Ministry of Planning
and Investment (such as foreign investors) or the Ministry of Industry (such
as state-owned enterprises). MOSTE is thus rarely able to advance environ-
mental concerns through the political hierarchy. As I have noted, the NEA
and MOSTE are not powerful enough to have a factory closed. However,
provincial and city DOSTEs have been successful in getting factories shut
down or moved. This seems to be due to the fact that the NEA and MOSTE
have more potential roadblocks on their paths to policy implementation.

Third, the NEA and MOSTE are much less responsive to public com-
plaints and concerns than are local officials. Sitting in Hanoi, the NEA and
MOSTE are largely insulated from local political pressures. DOSTEs are
thus better “targets” for local complaints. Local community members can
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complain directly to local officials, go to their offices, write letters to offi-
cials and local newspapers, and force some accountability on government
agencies. So although the DOSTEs may have less capacity and official
power than the NEA, because of their responsiveness to local demands,
and their connections to provincial decision makers, they are more likely
to enforce environmental regulations than national officials.

It is interesting to note how often pollution issues do attract the atten-
tion of the highest levels of government based on community complaints.
In three of the case study firms (Tan Mai, Lam Thao, and Viet Tri) the
Prime Minister or Vice-Prime Minister visited the plants and made public
statements about solving their pollution problems. In the Ba Nhat case,
community members wrote letters to the Prime Minister and to members
of the National Assembly, motivating the Assembly to discuss the case dur-
ing a session. As the Economist magazine has noted, mishandled com-
plaints “have prompted the prime minister, Phan Van Khai, to dispatch five
high-level delegations to the fifteen provinces to hear popular complaints
and deal with them. The delegations, some of which include deputy min-
isters, have been told to check that local authorities are handling com-
plaints properly, and to prod local authorities into resolving difficult
cases” (EUI 2000b: 16).

The ability to actually impose sanctions on firms may also be affected by
the interactions between the promoting agency and the regulating agency.
For instance, if the DOSTE is up against the Ministry of Industry it will
have different success than when it is up against a locally owned factory or
a foreign firm. Different firms will have different connections to the state
that can protect or insulate them from environmental regulation. This
“match-up” will also influence the effectiveness of public complaints.

Processes of community participation and complaints can also benefit
state environmental agencies in a number of ways. First, by transmitting
information on environmental problems, community members can serve
as dispersed monitors, and prioritizers of environmental concerns. Com-
plaints signal which issues are of primary concern to citizens and what
minimum actions are needed to prove the state is doing its job. Commu-
nity complaints can also be used by savvy environmental officials as am-
munition in their own campaigns to increase their power, resources, and
standing. As Roodman (1999b) explains, “when an inspector visits a
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plant to press for changes, knowing that neighbors had complained about
the plant made his or her job easier.”

5.4 Legitimacy and State Action

Since at least the 1940s, the Vietnamese Communist Party has understood
that its main source of support and strength was rooted in the provision of
economic and social benefits to the peasant class. The foot-soldiers of
early liberation struggles were rural peasants. Land reforms instituted in
the 1950s were the cornerstone of Communist Party efforts to mobilize
peasants in the North. As Kolko (1995: 33) notes “the Party’s success as a
social movement was based largely on its responsiveness to peasant de-
sires.” Even the recent transition process has been heavily influenced by
peasant demands. Fforde and de Vylder (1996: 15) assert that “‘Reform’
in Vietnam was largely a bottom-up process. . . . ‘Policy’ was, therefore,
responsive, rather than proactive.”

It is said in Vietnam that “The writ of the king bows to the customs of
the village” (“phep vua thua le lang”) or as Fforde and de Vylder (1996:
50) explain, “local autonomy was part of the accepted balance of power
between the central Imperial Court and the local communes.” Despite
decades of central planning, a surprising amount of local autonomy still
exists in Vietnam which can be attributed in part to the need for decen-
tralized action during years of war.

This has led to a wide range of development decisions being contested
in Vietnam. For example, peasants in Thai Binh province have forcefully
opposed local taxation policies and corrupt government officials. Women
in Dong Nai province have opposed government efforts to reallocate land.
Farmers just outside Hanoi have violently struggled to protect their land
from a government-supported golf course development. And most re-
cently, villagers near Qui Nhon, in central Vietnam, actually stormed a fac-
tory, tore down its walls, and destroyed its equipment to protest local
pollution (Associated Press 2002).

One component of recent public concern regarding development has fo-
cused on the environmental impacts of industrialization. Since 1994, com-
plaints and protests around environmental issues appear to have grown
exponentially.2 With the passage of the Law on Environmental Protection,
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the public has made clear that it is not willing to bear the environmental
and social costs of industrial development while others profit from this
development. As Beresford and Fraser (1992: 15) argued even before the
passage of the LEP, “What is increasingly being called into question is
the ability of the traditional socialist model to deliver both economic
growth . . . and development broadly interpreted to include rising living
standards, improved health, more leisure and more democracy for the ma-
jority of the population in whose name the socialist revolution was carried
out. Containment and prevention of environmental damage is increasingly
being seen as one of the necessary conditions for this goal.”

As with other issues, the state has responded to public demands with a
careful mixture of both rhetoric and action. For instance, in the 1960s, Ho
Chi Minh declared that the “Forest is gold. If we know how to conserve
and use it well, it will be very precious” (cited in Buffet 1996). General Vo
Nguyen Giap proclaimed twenty years later, “The soldier comes to an-
other front now, the environmental front. . . . without environmental re-
covery, Vietnam cannot have economic recovery” (cited in Beresford and
Fraser 1992).

The Vietnamese state appears to be in an interesting position regarding
environmental issues. By staking its claims to legitimacy on its ability to
chart a development course that promotes economic growth while miti-
gating the adverse social and environmental impacts of unbridled capital-
ist industrialization, the state comes face to face with a number of internal
contradictions. For instance, the state must both attract foreign investors,
and at the same time attempt to regulate these actors. The state must bal-
ance its support for the emergence of a capitalist class, with the need to
continue protecting the interests of peasants and workers.

As Gabriel Kolko (1995: 33) warns, “a Party that triumphed because of
the social role and needs of the peasantry, and then alienates them, is risk-
ing suicide.” The Party is thus charting a careful course that involves re-
sponding to certain community demands as a means to balance (or pacify
those affected by) adverse impacts of capitalist economic development.
Demands for environmental quality are accepted as one trade-off in the
transition to the market.

In this regard, the state’s struggle for legitimacy, and local government
sensitivity to accusations of corruption, have opened up new space for
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community action around environmental issues. Vietnam’s socialist legacy
has essentially provided a window of opportunity for community partici-
pation, and civil society more broadly, to play a constructive role in pollu-
tion issues. And through this small window, many Vietnamese community
members have jumped.

One might reasonably ask why the environment has become an open is-
sue for debate while so many other issues remain off limits? Why for in-
stance are journalists able to write about state owned enterprise pollution
and ineffective state regulation, but not about petty corruption in a cus-
toms office (which recently landed the editor of a major newspaper in jail
for exposing “state secrets”)? Here again I believe the issue of state legiti-
macy and the government seeking to find a balance between community
concerns and development policies has been critical to opening space for
discussion about uses of the environment.

The Vietnamese government has also felt external pressures from for-
eign donors and even the World Bank to establish environmental laws and
institutions. The government signed all the major conventions at the Rio
summit on sustainable development in 1992 and has been in line ever since
for Capacity 21 funds from the United Nations to implement sustainable
development programs and policies. These external agreements and pres-
sures have helped push the government to pass laws and to tolerate (if not
encourage) public participation. Some have argued that this external pres-
sure is a new form of green colonialism (Goldman 2000). Nonetheless, in
the Vietnamese case, it has seemed to promote regulatory action.

Vietnamese citizens now literally file thousands of complaints against
industrial polluters each year, and journalists produce hundreds of stories
(Roodman 1999a). Ho Chi Minh City’s DOSTE reports receiving over
1,000 complaints per year. The Hanoi DOSTE similarly receives around
1,000 complaints per year, while Dong Nai receives approximately 200
complaints per year. The DOSTEs also appear particularly sensitive to
media criticisms of their failure to enforce pollution laws. Perhaps it is be-
cause these critiques conjure an accusation of corruption and incompe-
tence that they usually respond so strongly to media reports.

The passage of the Law on Environmental Protection was a critical step
in creating a legal opening for community complaints and demands. Ar-
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ticle 43 of the LEP states that “Organizations, individuals have the right
to complain, denounce to the State management agency for environmen-
tal protection or other competent State agencies about activities in breach
of environmental protection legislation.” As Roodman (1999b) points out,
this right of “complaints from people living near factories, along with me-
dia pressure, have perhaps played at least as significant role as conven-
tional regulatory measures in driving industrial pollution reductions in
Vietnam.”

This opening and the right of citizens to criticize the government does
of course have limitations. Community members allude to unstated lines
that must not be crossed. For example, people generally avoid publicly ac-
cusing high-level officials of corruption. And the Law on Environmental
Protection itself is quite restrictive in how the public can participate in en-
vironmental decisions, essentially only allowing complaints after pollu-
tion has occurred.

5.5 Conclusions

The Vietnamese state has been undergoing major institutional and ad-
ministrative changes over the last ten years. And although the Communist
Party continues to affirm its sole control over the government, the roles
and capacities of the state are nonetheless being transformed. Most im-
portantly for this study, the state now has less control over production and
economic decisions, and has been forced to develop new bases of legiti-
macy and public support, and new mechanisms for dealing with industrial
polluters. Evolving environmental policies and implementation practices
must be viewed against this backdrop of institutional changes.

Based on recent high level policy statements, it appears that the govern-
ment recognizes a number of weaknesses and problems in its environmen-
tal protection efforts. The government is thus working to shore up its
environmental agencies and authority, and to move gradually toward more
effective protection policies. However, this is a long and slow road.

At present, environmental agencies at all levels in Vietnam have very
limited capacities for environmental regulation. They also have limited po-
litical powers in internal government battles and day-to-day negotiations
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with other government agencies. Corruption among poorly paid inspec-
tors only adds to the challenges of regulation.

However, public and media pressures on environmental issues are grad-
ually raising the profile and the bargaining power of environmental agen-
cies. Community pressures have helped to overcome agency resistance to
implement laws that impact other state actors (such as the Ministry of In-
dustry). Community pressures are also motivating inspectors to simply do
their jobs, a not insignificant feat as most inspectors are overwhelmed by
their tasks, undertrained for their duties, and underpaid. Community ac-
tion also helps shine light on local-level corruption, and increases trans-
parency in state environmental actions.

Vietnam now thus has essentially a complaint-driven environmental
protection system. Both inspections and sanctions are motivated largely by
community demands. The state obviously has played an important role in
creating the legal structure for this system, and, perhaps accidentally, for
creating the institutional arrangements that make the DOSTEs an effective
target for public pressure. To its credit, though, these state agencies have
worked hard since they were established in 1995 to build their own ca-
pacity to gather environmental information and to monitor compliance
with the country’s new laws and regulations.

As the interviews with DOSTE staff made clear, agency relations with
factory managers are often less rigid than described in laws and regula-
tions. Seldom in fact, are regulations applied along the letter of the law.
And it is virtually unheard of in Vietnam for lawyers to participate in legal
analysis of statutes, their implementation, or firm compliance. Where liti-
gation is the name of the game in countries such as the United States,
negotiation is the critical process in Vietnam. Virtually every aspect of en-
vironmental policy and regulation is open to negotiation, including fines,
compensations, relocations, and timelines for remediation.

The staff of the DOSTEs are acutely aware of their limited authority, and
of the social and political pressures against fining or closing factories.
Agencies thus seldom take the political risk of going out on their own and
enforcing the law. In fact, it is often only after they receive strong or re-
peated complaints from the public that they feel legitimated in their duties.
Even then, DOSTEs attempt to mediate and negotiate with affected par-
ties rather than enforce rigid standards and sanctions.
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The Center for Environmental Management’s system of negotiation is
an excellent example of this. The director of CEM explained several times
how his job was to evaluate pollution incidents and then figure out what
a company could afford to pay without causing job losses or other undue
economic impacts. Decree 26 and Decree 175 were backdrops to these
negotiations, but by no means did they take precedence or mandate final
decisions.

In this system, malfeasance is essentially determined by evaluating a
firm’s attitude and intent. Regulators ask whether the firm meant to pol-
lute, whether they had tried to avoid it, and whether they had taken mea-
sures to fix their problems. Firms that are “trying” to comply are treated
more leniently than those that appear to be flaunting the law.

On the ground, when pressured to act, the DOSTEs work to deliberate
and negotiate over environmental enforcement. Sanctions, compensation,
and compliance schedules are all negotiated. This process of complaint-
driven, negotiated regulation looks much different in practice than legal
mandates for environmental regulation appear on paper. So, while the of-
ficial legal structures are largely ineffective, some community and state ac-
tors have hit upon alternative mechanisms and pathways to enforcement.

This process seems to work because of the institutional structure of
DOSTE reporting and responsibility, and because of the DOSTE’s sensi-
tivity to public criticisms. Media reports and public letter-writing cam-
paigns raise the implication of corruption or incompetence within the
DOSTEs. This pressure from below, combined with the pressure from
the hierarchy above, which reaches all the way to the Prime Minister and
the Office of the Government, can serve to squeeze the DOSTEs into ac-
tion. At the end of the day, the DOSTEs must respond to both competency
concerns and larger questions of state legitimacy.

The case studies seem to point to a number of general conclusions about
the role of the state in this complaint-driven process. First, state agencies
need a certain level of autonomy from industrial actors, otherwise eco-
nomic interests take precedence over environmental concerns. If the state
is too closely connected to a firm, regulation becomes virtually impos-
sible. This can occur in both state enterprises and joint ventures. Second,
state agencies need a certain level of connectedness with the communities
affected by the pollution. There needs to be some form or process of
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communication for communities to successfully impart their complaints
and goals. Here again, this is why the DOSTEs rather than the NEA seem
to be so much more effective in environmental enforcement.

As I have mentioned, community complaints and organized pressures
are a critical driver of this process. It should be noted however, that the
state is by no means always happy to respond to community demands for
stricter environmental protection. Despite positive examples, state agen-
cies do regularly attempt to block community action. Essentially all pro-
tests in Vietnam are illegal, and most state enterprises appear to exist above
the law. The range of community actions is thus circumscribed by state de-
crees and the unwritten rules protecting state enterprises. Vague legal rights
create barriers for communities to complain, seek compensation, and de-
mand action against a firm. State agencies also sometimes intervene on be-
half of state enterprises and joint-ventures where the state has a direct
financial interest in the factory.

However, if state agencies can be motivated to respond to community
demands, this complaint-driven process can result in effective regulation,
and in turn boost the capacity and effectiveness of local environmental reg-
ulators. In several of the case studies, state agencies played pivotal roles in
supporting and legitimating community demands for pollution reduction.
Successful community actions responded to these openings and focused
pressure on the right actors within the state.

186 Chapter 5



Community dynamics, like most politics, are local. However, the global-
ization of production and consumption is increasingly expanding the
scope of impacted communities, and creating transnational networks of
interested stakeholders. Perhaps no company in the world has symbolized
this globalization of interests and concerns as Nike, Inc., the world’s lead-
ing footwear company.

To give an example, in early 1998, a worker was allegedly hit by a man-
ager in one of Nike’s factories in Vietnam. A friend of this worker called
Thuyen Nguyen, the Vietnamese-American director of Vietnam Labor
Watch in Washington, DC, to report the incident. Mr. Nguyen had given
this person a prepaid phone card to use in such occasions. After learning
about the abuse, Mr. Thuyen called another contact in Vietnam to arrange
for the worker to be interviewed on videotape the next day. This videotape
was then sent to the Singapore office of ESPN, the cable sports channel,
which was preparing a story on conditions in Nike factories in Vietnam.
The interview was transmitted to ESPN headquarters in the United States
and translated into English. The tape and transcript were also circulated
to interested newspaper reporters. Within a matter of days, the interview
with the abused worker appeared on televisions around the world, before
Nike officials in the United States had even heard about the incident.1

This example around Nike is obviously quite different from the previ-
ous cases of direct local community participation in environmental dis-
putes. Although located in Vietnam (and China, Indonesia, Thailand, and
other countries), Nike factories are actually the focus of transnational com-
munities of stakeholders. These networks include international NGOs,
local NGOs, workers, and the media engaging companies such as Nike—
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globally branded firms with local operations—and seeking to both change
local conditions and to transform global systems of production.

Understanding how these international networks operate in a country
like Vietnam, and how they connect to local nongovernmental organiza-
tions, is complicated. The lines between the state and civil society alone are
sometimes hard to distinguish in Vietnam. For example, as part of my re-
search I interviewed the director of the Department of Science, Technol-
ogy, and Environment (DOSTE) of Hai Phong province. I arrived at the
government office building and was led down a long hall past a series of
People’s Committee offices. Once inside the office with the interview under-
way, I was confused as the man leading the meeting kept referring to the
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) reports his nongovernmental or-
ganization (NGO) had completed. After a while I stopped him and asked
whether I was in the DOSTE or the office of an NGO. He smiled and said
“Both. We wear two hats here, a DOSTE hat, and an NGO hat. Sometimes
I am the head of the DOSTE, and sometimes I am the head of my NGO.”
As he explained proudly, his NGO was involved in writing EIAs for for-
eign factories locating in the province, and then his DOSTE was respon-
sible for reviewing these EIAs.

This experience reinforced the sense that NGOs in many developing
countries are sometimes “just a bureaucrat with his own letterhead” as
Ferguson (1998) notes for Africa. In Vietnam, this is particularly compli-
cated as “nonstate” actors can represent very different constituents. In
fact, the penetration of the state into civil society in Vietnam makes it dif-
ficult sometimes to differentiate between state and nonstate actors. And
while these groups seldom resemble western NGOs, they often can play
critical roles in environmental debates.

The role of nonstate actors is particularly critical when communities
come up against powers they simply cannot influence. Groups interested
in expanding industrial activity or protecting existing firms can work to
block environmental initiatives. Local government agencies are sometimes
unresponsive to local pressures. And corruption at the local level can
stymie even the best-organized efforts to pressure the state or a firm. Per-
haps more importantly, when decisions about production and pollution
are made extralocally, it is extremely difficult, and sometimes impossible,
to influence these decisions at the local level. Large state enterprises are
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managed from Hanoi. Foreign multinationals are managed from far-off
countries. And subcontractors of multinational firms often get directions
from regional centers. Community efforts thus sometimes require external
resources, political support, or connections to find and then pressure key
decision-makers. But who provides these resources and what do they ac-
tually accomplish? I focus on three strategies of nonstate actors in this
chapter: information politics, accountability politics, and direct pressures.

Information politics, as Keck and Sikkink (1998: 19) explain, involves
at its base, “promoting change by reporting facts.” Simply by gathering
and disseminating information, NGOs, academics, and the media can play
an important role in providing a voice to local demands, and in breaking
state monopolies over information. These organizations can also help to
amplify local voices, giving them more credibility and legitimacy, and to
reframe debates about environmental issues. The most sophisticated NGOs
work very closely with the media to advance these goals. The Nike case
shows all of these processes quite clearly.

The second key dynamic involves accountability politics which seek to
“expose the distance between discourse and practice” (Keck and Sikkink
1998) of state agencies and firms. NGOs and the media can raise issues of
agency effectiveness and commitment, or firm compliance with laws and
codes of conduct. These strategies help broaden pressures by exposing ir-
responsible actions or hypocrisies to the public at large, thereby creating
greater pressure on state agencies to resolve problems. International cam-
paigns have been particularly effective in targeting brand-sensitive firms—
firms that spend large amounts of money advancing their brand image—
and pointing out hypocrisies or contradictions in their marketing.

Third, NGOs and other extralocal actors can also employ direct pres-
sure politics. International NGOs organize letter-writing campaigns, pro-
tests, and boycotts, which demand specific changes in firm practices. NGOs,
academics, and the media also use their influence to redirect accountabil-
ity onto state agencies or corporate offices that are not targeted by com-
munity members. In this way pressure can be applied to different decision
makers in different ways.

This chapter examines these emerging networks of nongovernmental
actors in Vietnam, both local and extralocal, and their efforts to advance
information, accountability, and direct pressure politics. Cases in Vietnam

Information, Accountability, and Direct Pressure Politics 189



provide new insights into how these transnational networks operate, how
they connect to local actors, and how they can influence state and corpo-
rate actors.

6.1 The Nike Case—Tae Kwang Vina

In a single room the size of a football field, 2,000 women sit hunched over
sewing machines stitching sports shoes. Row after row of young women
work eleven hours per day, six days per week at the production lines of the
Korean-owned Tae Kwang Vina company.2 Most of the factory’s workers
(90 percent of whom are women) have traveled from northern and central
Vietnam in search of these jobs. Trading rural rice fields for the new Bien
Hoa 2 Industrial Estate, the women have left their homes and families for
the prospect of forty dollars per month and a better life.

The vision of a better life is hard to conjure walking through this factory
of approximately 10,000 workers. During the summer months the work-
ers sweat in hundred-degree-plus temperatures at their assembly lines.
Figure 6.1 shows women assembling shoes in the plant. When I first vis-
ited the factory, the workers were exposed to toxic solvents and glues that
often made them dizzy or nauseated (and that would be much more strictly
regulated in countries such as the United States). Respiratory ailments
were common, as were accidents in some of the more hazardous sections.
And then there was the repeated verbal and physical abuse they experienced
at the hands of foreign managers.

More than 7,000 miles away, in cities such as Portland, San Francisco,
and New York, human rights and labor activists have been strategizing on
how to change the conditions inside factories like Tae Kwang. Although
the activists might not know the name of this factory, who its managers
are, or who even owns it, they are clear on who is responsible for its poor
labor and environmental conditions: Nike, Inc.

With $9 billion in sales in 2000, Nike is the world’s leading producer of
sports shoes and apparel. It is also one of the world’s leading innovators
in global outsourcing. Nike owns none of the factories that produce its
famous sports shoes. The five Nike factories in Vietnam, which employ
35,000 workers, are owned by Korean and Taiwanese subcontractors. Nike
still designs its shoes in Beaverton, Oregon, but prototype shoes are pro-
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duced in Seoul or Taipei, and a final production run is likely to be done in
China, Indonesia, or Vietnam. For twenty years, this subcontracting ar-
rangement was a win-win situation for Nike. The company was able to
create competition between subcontractors, push down production costs,
shift the risk of investing in factories and equipment, and avoid the diffi-
culties of managing hundreds of thousands of workers. It was also able to
use the subcontracting system as an excuse to avoid responsibility for en-
vironmental and working conditions in the factories that produce its shoes.
As Nike neither owned nor managed the factories, it argued it could not
be held responsible for their day-to-day conditions, despite the fact that
Nike staff are in the factories every day monitoring what is produced, how
it is produced, and the quality of the final products.

Although Tae Kwang Vina is one of the newer factories in Dong Nai
province, by 1997, it was already known as a bad place to work. In gen-
eral, people from Dong Nai avoid jobs at Tae Kwang if they can help it.
Dong Nai is close to Ho Chi Minh City, so finding other jobs is a viable
option. Huge numbers of migrants thus serve as the labor pool for the
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factory. Tae Kwang is also known by government agencies as “uncooper-
ative.” Officials in the Dong Nai DOSTE say they get little response from
Tae Kwang to their requests that it reduce its toxic emissions or clean up
its polluted effluent. The factory seems to have learned a lot about navi-
gating local labor laws and environmental regulations from its experiences
in South Korea and China. For instance, the company has been able to
avoid complying with national requirements for a wastewater treatment
plant without suffering any consequences. As mentioned, it hired the son
of the chairman of the Dong Nai Communist Party to help them with these
kinds of issues and to be a “problem solver” with the government.

Regulating companies like Tae Kwang is obviously difficult for the Viet-
namese government. The government is in the bind of working to attract
foreign capital (competing with countries such as China and Indonesia,
where the bulk of Nike production occurs) while at the same time at-
tempting to establish regulatory policies and mechanisms of enforcement.
Clearly, a company responsible for more than 35,000 jobs and fully 4 per-
cent of the value of Vietnam’s total exports in 1998 carries significant in-
fluence with government officials.

Environmental laws are one example of policies that have been selec-
tively enforced in Vietnam. For instance, Tae Kwang burned all of the
scrap rubber from its production process in order to generate steam, and
in the process created thick, black clouds of pollution. Despite requests by
the NEA and DOSTE to reduce these emissions, in 1997, Tae Kwang ac-
tually purchased additional scrap rubber from other Nike plants in Viet-
nam to feed its boilers, thereby increasing the pollution. Figure 6.2 shows
one worker in the boiler room burning scrap shoe materials. Because Tae
Kwang is in the middle of an industrial estate, no one officially lives near
the factory, as the area is not zoned for housing, so there is no recognized
community to complain about these problems. The people most affected
by Tae Kwang’s pollution—the workers—have little power to influence
the company. The company union is controlled by the managers, who
handpick union representatives. The community that does exist around
Tae Kwang has little capacity, cohesion, or linkage to external actors. The
majority of the factory’s workers are recent immigrants to the province,
often straight off farms, who rarely stay more than a year or two at the fac-
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tory before moving on. The residents of the area appear to feel few con-
nections or allegiances to these workers.

Local efforts by either government officials or community members to
influence Tae Kwang have thus had little effect. However, powerful exter-
nal pressures do appear to have influenced the company. NGOs in the
United States and Europe have been successful in pressuring Tae Kwang to
change its production practices and have helped to build the capacity and
linkages available to workers and community members. Activist campaigns
regarding labor conditions in Nike plants have gained worldwide media
attention. In October 1997, groups in more than ten countries organized
protests, pickets, and informational campaigns regarding Nike’s produc-
tion practices. NGOs in the United States (such as Global Exchange, the
Campaign for Labor Rights, Vietnam Labor Watch, Press for Change, Jus-
tice Do It! Nike, Sweatshop Watch, the Transnational Resource and Action
Center, and the National Labor Committee) and in Europe and Australia
(such as the Clean Clothes Campaign and the NikeWatch project) have
coordinated major campaigns. And NGOs in Hong Kong, Indonesia,
Thailand, Cambodia, and Mexico have supported and helped organize
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workers on the ground against Nike. These groups regularly conduct re-
search on factory conditions, interview workers, and publish reports on
the Internet. These groups have also used the media to educate the pub-
lic about conditions inside Nike plants. Some have called for boycotts of
Nike products, while others have begun lobbying government bodies to
require Nike to change (Benjamin 1999, Bissell 1999, Shaw 1999). My
own research on Tae Kwang has been used by these groups to pressure
Nike to improve conditions in its Vietnamese plants (Greenhouse 1997,
O’Rourke 1997).

For Tae Kwang, extralocal pressures have led to regular visits from
Nike’s labor and environmental inspectors, as well as monitoring by third-
party auditing firms. The first goal of these inspections has been to reduce
worker exposures to toxic solvents and glues. In May 1998, the company
announced a major initiative to eliminate the use of organic solvent-based
cleaners and glues, pledging to comply with U.S. workplace laws in all of
its factories. By December 1998, workplace health and safety conditions
had been substantially improved at Tae Kwang (O’Rourke and Brown
1999). Pressure from Nike—which has been driven by media and NGO
pressures in consumer markets—is now having more impact on the re-
duction of air pollution and workplace hazards than local government or
community pressures could have had on their own.

The Tae Kwang case is obviously quite different from the other five cases
examined in this book. There are no neighbors living next to the factory,
and the workers have no cohesive community to represent their environ-
mental and health concerns. Instead, a network of NGOs and activists
outside Vietnam has worked to pressure Nike directly and to indirectly
pressure the Vietnamese government to increase enforcement. This coali-
tion of international actors has then worked to build links to local com-
munity members and workers. In this way, extralocal actors are actually
working to support and build the capacity of local community members
and are providing room for state agencies to more effectively regulate a
multinational corporation.

Both the foreign press and international NGOs have publicized prob-
lems in Nike’s factories in Vietnam. This information has played a critical
role in the transnational advocacy networks that connect workers in de-
veloping countries, to local NGOs, developed country NGOs, unions, the
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media, and consumers. International campaigns are now closely coordi-
nated with local campaigns, linking trade union pressures on factories
such as Tae Kwang to consumer pressures on merchandisers such as Nike,
Reebok, and adidas. These information-based, transnational campaigns
are now pushing for fuller public disclosure and independent monitoring
of factory conditions around the world, and are working to advance cor-
porate codes of conduct that are stronger in practice than local laws. All of
this seeks to connect back into processes in Vietnam (and other developing
countries) to influence government officials and workers themselves.

For example, while interviewing factory workers one night in Dong
Nai, a worker from Tae Kwang sounded out a word in English that I ini-
tially could not understand. Several times he said “cotboy,” “cotboy.” I
asked him to explain the word in Vietnamese, at which point I realized he
had been trying to say “Boycott!” It is surprising enough that he knew of
calls to boycott Nike, which is not even widely known in the United States.
But it is even more surprising that he would support international actions
that could potentially cost him his job. In many ways his knowledge of the
boycott is a testament to advances in communication technologies and
networking strategies. In the Nike case, local concerns about factory con-
ditions and impacts have been significantly informed and influenced by in-
ternational campaigns. Information politics, accountability politics, and
direct pressures are all at work in this case.

At the same time, it is almost equally surprising that people in the United
States are concerned about health and environmental impacts at factories
in Vietnam. To be sure, no one in the United States has probably ever heard
of these case study firms. Even people who follow the Nike debate usually
do not know the names of the actual factories in Asia producing these
shoes. Nonetheless, Tae Kwang has become a high profile corporation in
Vietnam, and internationally is now held up as a poster boy for global
sweatshop issues. This would never have happened if Tae Kwang produced
generic shoes. Being associated with Nike, the world’s leading marketer of
sports shoes, has catapulted the Korean contractor into public promi-
nence. An unrelenting focus by NGOs and the media has kept Tae Kwang
and other Nike factories in the spotlight.

The Tae Kwang case actually has a quite limited local community role.
Tae Kwang has effectively insulated itself from community (and worker)
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pressures through a number of strategies. By siting in an industrial zone,
Tae Kwang has reduced potential pressures from neighbors. Air pollution
from Tae Kwang’s burning of scrap rubber, nylon, and plastics primarily
affects factories sited nearby (who regularly complain to the DOSTE).
Workers are essentially imported to the factory—which is in the middle of
an industrial park—on bikes or buses every day. And over 70 percent of
workers at Tae Kwang are recent migrants to Dong Nai province from cen-
tral and northern Vietnam, so they do not have attachments to the local
community. Because of this separation from the local community, advo-
cacy networks are even more important.

6.2 Nonstate Actors in Vietnam

There are a range of nonstate actors and informal networks that do oper-
ate within Vietnam. There are now over 150 environmental centers, insti-
tutes, and organizations registered in Vietnam. The most prominent of
these all call themselves NGOs.3 However, while they operate like NGOs,
these groups are often associated with government universities or in-
stitutes. These organizations have autonomy over individual projects, as-
suming they can raise funding, but they are constrained in what they can
critique or recommend. All of these groups are careful to avoid being
overly critical of government policies or programs.

Over the last five years, these groups have gained increased autonomy
from the state. Their staff travel more frequently overseas. They regularly
work with foreign organizations and seek funding from foreign donors.
And they are building up the expertise and resources to expand their ser-
vices. Nonetheless, they must still respond to state requests first and fore-
most, and because of their limited funding they continue to operate more
like consulting firms than advocacy organizations.

In Vietnam, NGOs and other nonstate actors operate differently than
similar organizations in the United States or Europe. Although the Com-
munist Party has sought to enter into all realms of civil society, indepen-
dent, critical actions do occur in a space between the individual and the
state. Mass organizations (such as the Women’s Union, Peasant Union,
Youth Union, and Fatherland Front), as well as academics, academic NGOs,
and the media all operate to different degrees like advocacy organizations.
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International NGOs, international governmental agencies (such as
UNDP), bilateral aid programs (such as the German aid agency GTZ and
Sweden’s aid program SIDA), and the international media also play a role
in Vietnamese environmental politics.

A number of NGOs have been growing significantly over the last five
years. Groups such as the Women’s Union and the Vietnam General Con-
federation of Labor are difficult to pigeonhole as they play varied roles,
and represent multiple constituencies. These groups were designed to do
the political and cultural work of the party, but through their own politi-
cal decisions, and with the help of international assistance, now also
develop initiatives of their own. To be sure, these groups do not conduct
Greenpeace-style civil disobedience, but they do play important roles in
political debates, and are part of a larger political process in Vietnam.

Local NGO activities in Vietnam are often constrained in ways that
transnational advocacy networks are not. Local NGOs cannot outwardly
attempt to influence the government. They are forced to frame their work
in broader activities such as capacity building, education programs, and
women’s empowerment. NGOs in Vietnam thus work to show that things
can be done differently and to legitimate local voices in national debates.
They also help to transfer successful models from community to commu-
nity and to support social norms and networks that operate outside state
control.

International NGOs have flooded into Vietnam over the last five years
in lock step with renewed development assistance. There are now over 160
foreign NGOs registered in Vietnam, several dozen of which work on
environment-related projects. World Wildlife Fund, IUCN, Fauna and
Flora International, and Birdlife International all have ongoing programs
in Vietnam. Development organizations such as Oxfam, CARE, Save the
Children, and the American Friends Service Committee also sponsor envi-
ronmental projects.

In the last several years, a number of these NGOs and several large U.N.
and bilateral aid projects have taken a decidedly “brown” turn, that is, to-
wards urban and industrial environmental issues. Whereas early interna-
tional environmental projects focused on forest conservation and species
protection (what the World Bank calls “green” projects), many recent proj-
ects are focused on pollution control (the “brown” side). At last count
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there were over twenty international projects operating in Vietnam fo-
cused on industrial pollution control.

Vietnam has also been invaded by an army of academic researchers and
foreign journalists, including a whole generation of future professors cur-
rently cutting their teeth in the Vietnamese field. These researchers are pro-
ducing a flurry of English-language reports and articles pointing out both
the benefits and the costs of Vietnam’s capitalist development. Envi-
ronmental degradation and worker exploitation are hard to overlook in
analyzing Vietnam’s transition to the market. This reporting shines a pre-
viously absent spotlight on government decision making, raising issues of
accountability, effectiveness, and fairness. Vietnamese researchers are also
being transformed through collaboration and funding from international
sources. Critical analyses of the environmental impacts of industrial de-
velopment—a topic of interest to foreign funders—are much more com-
mon now than only a few years ago.

6.3 Goals and Strategies

The first strategy these advocacy networks employ is to gather information
on conditions and practices inside factories or within communities. Inter-
national activists have traveled to Vietnam to conduct research, to build
relationships with local organizations and networks, to connect with
individual workers and community members to create channels for gath-
ering up-to-date information on conditions on the ground. International
NGOs have focused on particularly egregious cases of worker abuses and
pollution incidents. For instance, international NGO reports often paint a
picture of life in Vietnamese factories that starkly contrast with the claims
made by firms such as Nike.

Their second task is to get stories to the public in the United States and
Europe, the primary consumer markets for branded shoes and apparel. In-
ternational NGOs have been extremely adept at working with the media
to publicize stories they uncover. NGOs pick up stories reported in the
Vietnamese press, translate them into English, and circulate them to other
NGOs and the media in the West. They also produce their own research
reports. Reports by Vietnam Labor Watch, the National Labor Commit-
tee, and Global Exchange have received significant coverage in the U.S. me-
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dia. Global Exchange had its own media relations firm which worked with
reporters to get stories written and editorials placed in prominent media.

Information gathering and dissemination are coordinated so that they
are extremely fast and flexible. Information literally flows at the speed of
the Internet, as with the case of the worker hit by the manager. Reports
are written in a form that reporters can use, with quotes from workers,
and documentation to support claims. Several groups have also sponsored
speaking tours of Nike workers to the United States to put a human face
on working conditions and management practices. These tours have re-
ceived significant press coverage and been used to organize and raise
awareness of U.S. consumers and students.

The third task these groups carry out is to directly pressure firms such as
Nike to change practices at subcontractor factories. International NGOs
have had very limited success in influencing companies such as Tae Kwang
or Pou Chen (the largest Nike subcontractor). Instead they focus on Nike,
which does not actually own the factories that manufacture its shoes.
NGOs in effect pressure Nike to pressure contractors like Tae Kwang.
They realize the difficulty of pressuring a small Korean firm operating in
Vietnam, and at the same time, recognize the potential power of protests
and boycotts to Nike.

These protests and media campaigns clearly do impact the factories
in Vietnam. For instance, as one Korean manager explained (Mr. Im—
3/14/97), “There were protests in front of NikeTown [in the United States],
so now Nike wants us to change.” And another Vietnamese manager at Tae
Kwang who reported (Mr. Nguyen—6/6/97), “We went to a meeting at
Nike yesterday in Ho Chi Minh City. Dr. Tien [Nike’s labor practices man-
ager] showed all the newspaper reports from around the world on condi-
tions at Nike plants. . . . He warned us to improve our labor practices.”

Because Nike is so image conscious, association with sweatshops and
pollution has the potential to cause long-term damage to its brand, and
ultimately to its sales. U.S.-based NGOs have employed a number of tra-
ditional pressure tactics against Nike, including protests in front of Nike-
Town stores, letter writing campaigns, and sponsoring debates on college
campuses. NGOs have worked with college students to get Nike products
removed from campus stores, and to end Nike endorsement contracts with
university sports programs. These actions continually hammer home the
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message that Nike is responsible for conditions in it subcontractor facto-
ries, and that Nike should solve these problems.

By attacking Nike’s image (which the company spends approximately
$1 billion per year promoting), NGOs in the United States seek to pressure
Nike into forcing its subcontractors to change, and then to monitor the
performance of these factories. Broad-based demands for companies such
as Nike to enforce a code of conduct for their contractors, and then to
openly monitor compliance with this code, has led to the creation of a
number of new organizations to certify contractor compliance with codes.
Nike has supported one such organization—the Fair Labor Association—
and has agreed to allow NGO participation in monitoring its factories.
Student and union groups have established their own system of monitor-
ing and verification, called the Workers Rights Consortium, which would
directly involve local NGOs and unions in evaluating conditions inside
Nike’s factories around the world.

The fourth task of these groups is to motivate action on the part of the
Vietnamese government, and more broadly to strengthen the enforcement
of labor and environmental laws by host governments. The Vietnamese
media has focused on this goal as well. The Lao Dong (Labor) and Thanh
Nien (Youth) newspapers have been especially critical of Nike subcon-
tractors in Vietnam, putting indirect pressure on the government to regu-
late these firms more strictly. Newspapers allude to Vietnamese nationalist
rhetoric, questioning whether Vietnam won the war against the Ameri-
cans only to now have Vietnamese workers exploited by capitalist Ameri-
can companies.

As mentioned previously, I have become a participant in one informa-
tion network focusing on Nike. I was brought into this network through a
specific piece of information I uncovered in my research. While undoubt-
edly this participation has shaped my view of the overall case, it has 
also allowed me an unprecedented opportunity to examine how different
NGOs and media actors have sought to influence a major multinational
corporation operating in Vietnam and how Nike has responded.

During my research, I was leaked an internal report commissioned by
Nike, and written by the international accounting firm Ernst & Young.4

The report summarized an audit of the labor and environmental condi-
tions inside the Tae Kwang Vina factory completed in January 1997. The
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report, while not methodologically or technically rigorous, was nonethe-
less quite critical of the workplace and environmental conditions inside
Tae Kwang Vina. The audit noted violations of labor laws on wages and
working hours, unprotected chemical exposures, high levels of respiratory
illnesses among workers, and violations of environmental laws. The audit
turned out to be the kind of smoking gun NGOs and the media had been
looking for.

When I returned to the United States in October 1997 after completing
a phase of my fieldwork, I made the Ernst & Young report available to the
media and wrote a short report explaining my own findings inside Tae
Kwang Vina (O’Rourke 1997). The report struck a cord with the U.S. me-
dia and the public. A front page New York Times article summarized the
auditors’ analysis “that workers at the factory near Ho Chi Minh City
were exposed to carcinogens [sic] that exceeded local legal standards by
177 times in parts of the plant and that 77 percent of the employees suf-
fered from respiratory problems,” painting “a dismal picture of thousands
of young women, most under age twenty-five, laboring 10.5 hours a day,
six days a week, in excessive heat and noise and in foul air, for slightly
more than $10 a week. The report also found that workers with skin or
breathing problems had not been transferred to departments free of chem-
icals and that more than half the workers who dealt with dangerous chem-
icals did not wear protective masks or gloves.” The Times concluded that
“the fact that such conditions existed in one of Nike’s newer plants and
were given a withering assessment by Nike’s own consultants made for yet
another embarrassing episode in a continuing saga” (Greenhouse 1997).
Business Week, the Associated Press, Reuters, Agence France Presse, the
Wall Street Journal, and a number of regional papers followed up with sto-
ries of their own criticizing Nike.

NGOs also ran with the story. Environmental health and safety issues,
which had previously taken a back seat to wages and management prac-
tices, were seized on by activists as a critical new front in the Nike cam-
paign. NGOs began coordinating a strategy for pressuring Nike to phase
out toxic glues and solvents. For example, NGOs worked with Congress-
man Bernie Sanders (from Vermont) to draft a letter demanding that Nike
resolve these problems. The Sanders letter, which was signed by 53 con-
gresspersons, stated quite forcefully that “As members of the United States
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Congress we are deeply disappointed and embarrassed that a company like
Nike, headquartered in the United States, could be so directly involved in
the ruthless exploitation of hundreds of thousands of desperate Third
World workers.”

The report was also quoted in the Vietnamese press. At least one Viet-
namese paper led its story about Tae Kwang with a reference to the letter
signed by the U.S. Congress asserting that the “U.S. footwear giant Nike
has been slam-dunked by fifty-three members of the U.S. Congress for ex-
ploitive labour practices” (VIR—Nov. 17, 1997). References to the U.S.
government’s criticisms of Nike were used to make clear that it was not the
Vietnamese government or just a few labor activists that were being criti-
cal of the company. This focus on U.S. criticisms also helped open room
for further government inspections of Nike subcontractor factories. Local
regulators felt freer to evaluate environmental and health conditions in
Nike factories after these problems became public.

The Ernst & Young report was also distributed widely through the In-
ternet. A year after its release, the Web page providing the Ernst & Young
report was still receiving approximately 1,000 hits per week. Nike re-
sponded with web pages of its own attempting to counter the critical in-
formation by advancing the “facts” about its factory conditions. The Ernst
& Young audit and other NGO research has also been used by what Wap-
ner (1996) calls “nonformal channels” of pressure such as Doonesbury
cartoons spoofing Nike for its poor practices and a Michael Moore film
called The Big One, which made Phil Knight—the CEO of Nike—appear
both callous and out-of-touch with the conditions in his factories.5

A series of investigative reports were also motivated by the Ernst &
Young audit. A team from ESPN traveled to Vietnam to analyze the con-
ditions at Tae Kwang Vina (and other shoe factories). ESPN eventually
produced a one-hour documentary on sweatshop issues in the shoe indus-
try that included the interview with the worker who was hit by her boss.
This documentary, which is probably the most political topic the sports
channel has ever covered, was particularly stinging to Nike as it reached
the company’s primary target audience—young, male sports enthusiasts.

The Ernst & Young report also was used as evidence in a lawsuit filed
against Nike in the state of California in April 1998. A law firm that had
previously sued “Joe Camel” (the cartoon character that advertises Camel-
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brand cigarettes) sued Nike under similar allegations of consumer decep-
tion and false advertising. On the day the lawsuit was announced, NGOs
used the media once again to raise public awareness about issues of work-
place conditions at Nike factories.

As Keck and Sikkink point out, “The ability to generate information
quickly and accurately, and deploy it effectively, is [an NGOs] most valu-
able currency; it is also central to their identity” (1998: 10). Through di-
rect experience in this campaign, it is clear that NGOs seek to access
accurate and defensible information that supports their position, repack-
age it for a mass audience, disseminate it through multiple channels, raise
it repeatedly, use it to motivate others to take action (such as asking con-
gresspersons to sign the Sanders letter and consumers to buy differently),
and incorporate it into other strategies (such as the lawsuit). These groups
are now able to gather information and transfer it incredibly quickly from
Vietnam to the United States to the rest of the world. Even though their in-
formation gathering is somewhat haphazard and unsystematic, it has been
effective in publicizing the most egregious examples of workplace and en-
vironmental abuses at Nike factories.

6.4 The Media

The media plays a critical role in non-governmental strategies. Even in Viet-
nam, where the press is controlled by the government, newspapers contain
a surprising number of stories on pollution, labor, and development issues.
If their headlines are any indication, Vietnamese papers are not bashful
about raising politically sensitive environmental issues. Just to give a flavor,
newspaper reports regarding the case study firms included headlines such
as: “Pollution: The Seamy Underbelly of Development in Hanoi;” “Facto-
ries Generate Serious Pollution: To Shut Down or Not to Shut Down?”;
“Ministry Alarmed over Surging Chemical Pollution”; “When Will Thanh
Mieu Ward Escape from a Polluted Condition?”; and, “Dona Bochang
Factory Continues to Generate Pollution.”6 Headlines regarding the Nike
case were even more direct: “Nike accused of Vietnam worker abuses”;
“Foreign bosses blasted—labor force abused as firms seek short cut to
quick buck”; “Nike fails to kick abuse allegations”; “Taiwanese woman
jailed for maltreating workers”; and, “Nike to axe sweatshop contractors.”
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It appears that reporters have more freedom to write about environ-
mental conflicts (which often represent deeper political or economic con-
flicts) than other political issues (such as peasant protests or government
corruption). It is not clear why newspapers can openly report about cor-
porate pollution and mistreatment of workers (and underlying state inac-
tion or complicity) while other press reporting is sternly controlled.7 It
may again return to the issue of state legitimacy and the state’s proclaimed
role in protecting society from the problems of capitalist development. For
whatever reasons, though, the press continues to report on pollution and
to play a critical role in pollution debates. The international media is even
freer to report on controversial issues and topics that are potentially em-
barrassing to the government.

Media reports about pollution problems are often the only source of
information that communities can access. Very little environmental in-
formation is made public by the government. State-of-the-environment
reports remain confidential, as are inspection reports and monitoring
data. The government’s reluctance to release environmental information is
based allegedly on concerns that environmental reports will falsely state a
problem or accuse a firm of pollution that cannot be supported, and that
this information will lead to conflicts between communities and firms. It
also appears there is political pressure against public reporting from some
state enterprises and government agencies.

Nonetheless, because so little official environmental information is
made public, media and NGO reports are particularly important for pol-
lution campaigns. First and foremost, these reports pressure state agencies
to respond in some way to specific environmental concerns. Members of
virtually every community I interviewed talked about the repeated com-
plaint letters they had written that elicited no response. However, after a
newspaper article or television report came out, these very same state
agencies began to respond to their complaints. Even the highest levels of
the government such as the Prime Minister and National Assembly repre-
sentatives feel pressure to resolve local environmental issues when they are
reported in a local or national newspaper.

Media and NGO reports often directly or indirectly call into question a
state agency’s effectiveness and commitment. Newspapers such as Lao
Dong (Labor) and Thanh Nien (Youth) are particularly effective at chal-
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lenging agency actions and performance on issues that affect their con-
stituencies. Investigative stories that chronicle agency inaction, or that tell
the story of a community that has repeatedly complained to no avail, em-
barrass government officials. An article regarding the Dona Bochang case,
for instance, sent a direct message to local government officials with the
long, but targeted headline: “Hope That Concerned Agencies Will Make
Efforts to Solve the Environmental Pollution at the Dona Bochang Factory
Area.”

Media and NGO reports can also redirect pressures onto other state
agencies, creating Keck and Sikkink’s “boomerang” effect (1998), or what
might be thought of as “venue shifting.” NGOs in Vietnam often avoid di-
rectly challenging state agencies, or trying to directly alter government pol-
icies. Instead they seek out other targets in the state that can put pressure
on the key agency or policy. For example, community members around Ba
Nhat sought to pressure their National Assembly representative after they
realized they were getting little response from Hanoi city officials. Through
the press, they were able to raise the local pollution issues with higher agen-
cies and politicians, and to expand responsibility to other actors.

When other agencies, or different levels of the government are brought
into the debate, it is sometimes possible to alter a local agency’s calcula-
tion of costs and benefits of action. For instance in the case of Tan Mai pa-
per, reports of high levels of pollution from the factory had reached the
Prime Minister and forced a response (even if it ultimately failed) at the lo-
cal level. Agency officials responsible for dealing with Tan Mai’s pollution
were nervous they would get a call from the Prime Minister’s office or even
worse a visit to show his responsiveness to public concerns (as he has done
with other factories).

The media and NGOs also apply pressure directly on firms. Most com-
panies seek to foster a positive public image, or at least to avoid negative
publicity. Newspaper and television reports can easily stain a company’s
reputation, particularly for name-brand manufacturers, which is much
harder to reclaim than to protect. Stories pointing out company disregard
for community members, workers, or the environment are embarrassing
to both state-enterprises and multinationals.

Finally, media and NGO reports also serve to transform debates about
environmental issues. For instance, the media can reframe a story about
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dust pollution into a health issue, transforming the problem from simply
an aesthetic issue (focusing on smells and appearance) into an issue of tox-
ics, health impacts, and long-term ecological implications. Knowledgeable
reporters are critical to this reframing.

The media played an important role in several of the cases. In the Dona
Bochang case, the media buoyed the claims of community members, and
in the process put pressure on both the Dong Nai People’s Committee and
the factory. A number of newspaper reports and at least one television seg-
ment served to legitimate community complaints. Video images of pollu-
tion bellowing out of the factory’s smokestacks were shown to reporters
and government officials, and photographs taken by community members
were provided to newspapers. One neighbor explained the reason their
complaints had been successful was that while the factory was not afraid
of the government (who is a partner in the factory), “Dona Bochang is
afraid of publicity.” This publicity of course hasn’t occurred naturally.
Community members have pushed, cajoled, and begged the media to re-
port on the factory’s pollution and the state’s failure to regulate it. As one
community member explained (Mr. Doanh—6/7/97), “I have been com-
plaining for six years so the editor of the newspaper knows me well.”

In the Tan Mai case, the media has also reported on the factory’s pollu-
tion, but much less frequently and without assigning blame to either the
factory managers or the local regulators. These newspaper reports have
nonetheless had some impact. As one community member explained
(Mr. Dung—6/2/97), “the Phuong had a meeting with the factory about
the pollution which was caused by a newspaper report.” And further,
“the decision [to build a waste treatment plant] was caused by people who
complained to the newspaper and to the Phuong.” As a factory manager
asserted (Mr. Binh—3/12/97), “If the community complains, that is a
pressure on the government to investigate us. Mr. Vo Van Kiet [the Prime
Minister at the time] always reads the newspaper. So when people write a
letter it is dangerous for us.” Although these media stories have still not
motivated Tan Mai to reduce its pollution, they did pressure the local
People’s Committee to publicly demand that Tan Mai commit to building
a waste treatment system.

Community members around Ba Nhat actually wrote their own articles
about the pollution problems and paid to have them run in local news-
papers and magazines. The community also worked to convince reporters

206 Chapter 6



to come out to write stories. Community members believe (Mr. Tien—
5/28/97) that “the media has been an important factor, showing everyone
in Hanoi and the country about the problem. This has helped to ac-
celerate the process. . . . There has been a positive effect from the TV and
newspapers.”

6.5 Motivating Changes at Nike and Tae Kwang

Advocacy campaigns against firms such as Nike have achieved some im-
portant changes in Vietnam. NGO representatives have recently gotten to
sit down at the table with Nike to discuss labor and environmental issues.
While only a year before, Nike would not admit problems existed in its fac-
tories, because of the multifaceted campaign that continued to tarnish its
image, Nike agreed to discuss problems with advocacy organizations and
to take steps to prove it had resolved them.

In what would appear to be a victory for transnational advocates in
May 1998, Nike announced a six-point plan for improving conditions at
all of its factories, including a guarantee that all factories would meet U.S.
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) standards. If
Nike fulfils these promises, the transnational coalition of NGOs that has
worked to pressure Nike for the last few years can honestly claim credit for
having improved the lives of workers in places like Dong Nai, which few
of them are likely to ever even visit.

The question, of course, remains whether Nike will implement the
promised changes. NGOs have thus been pushing Nike to accept a system
of independent monitoring that would involve locally based NGOs, labor
groups, and religious organizations to evaluate its factory practices. Based
on NGO pressures for independent monitoring, and continued question-
ing from reporters, Nike agreed in late 1998 to allow me back into the Tae
Kwang factory to evaluate conditions.

In the eighteen months after the release of the Ernst & Young report and
the New York Times article, Tae Kwang had implemented important
changes which appeared to have significantly reduced worker exposures to
toxic solvents, adhesives, and other chemicals. The factory managers also
seemed to have gained a much better awareness of workplace health and
safety issues, were more committed to implementing safety and health sys-
tems, and had assigned responsibility for these issues to a top manager.
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Significant investments had been made in the transition to primers, ad-
hesives, and cleaning agents with reduced volatile organic compound
(VOC) content. These changes had resulted in: near complete elimination
of toluene; near complete elimination of acetone; significant reduction of
methyl ethyl ketone (MEK); and complete elimination of methylene chlo-
ride. A range of new compounds with reduced organic solvent or natural
solvent content had replaced the chemicals that were previously causing
respiratory problems.

Tae Kwang had focused most of its efforts over the eighteen-month
period on the reduction or elimination of worker exposures to airborne
chemicals in the workplace. This prioritization made sense from a risk per-
spective and from the perspective of responding to public critics. Other im-
provements however, had also been made, including:

• Ventilation systems had been installed.

• Tae Kwang had partially implemented a personal protective equipment
program.

• Tae Kwang had installed a new incinerator which was said to be more
efficient and less polluting.

• Tae Kwang had expanded its material recycling program, which consists
of sales of scrap to off-site companies that either reuse, repackage, or re-
cycle the materials.

• Tae Kwang had improved chemical delivery and handling. The company
had made major changes in the chemical mixing area—constructing
rooms with hoods to do mixing, and providing workers with respirators
and lab coats.

Since this reaudit, activists around the world have continued to pressure
Nike to accept independent monitoring of health, safety, and environ-
mental conditions in their footwear and garment factories. Activists have
also redoubled their campaigns to pressure Nike to pay a “living wage” to
its contract workers.

6.6 Effectiveness of Nonstate Pressures

Much has been written about the role of NGOs in environmental struggles
in the developed world (Szasz 1994, Gould et al. 1996, Wapner 1996) and
the impact of nonstate actors in domestic and international politics (Risse-
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Kappen 1995, Keck and Sikkink 1998). Analysts have heralded these
groups as the harbingers of new forms of “world civic politics,” (Wapner
1996) and as the very basis of an emerging “global civil society” (Lip-
schutz 1996). Although this literature does not describe the specific types
of organizations or processes one finds in Vietnam, it does present many
of the key dynamics at work in environmental debates, highlighting the
need for, and responses of, nonstate actors. I thus draw on these literatures
to provide a context for examining the actions of domestic and interna-
tional nonstate actors in Vietnam.

Gould et al. (1996) for instance argue for the importance of extralocal
actors in local environmental struggles, painting a rather bleak picture of
the potential of communities to win environmental protections on their
own. As they explain, “local citizen-worker environmental movements
face considerable resistance from economic and political actors in their lo-
cality and their region. . . . Powerful multinational firms use their promise
of both jobs and taxes to persuade other economic and political individu-
als and organizations to bend to their wills” (p. 173). This results in a
dynamic where “the transnational mobility of capital makes it more and
more difficult for local, regional, and national governments to control
their own economies and their own natural environments. Greater fluid-
ity is leading to a very real erosion of state power on all levels” (p. 174).
From their case studies in the United States, Gould et al. assert that when
faced with community complaints or environmental demands, corporations
“frequently wait out and wear down their opponents. These battles are
clearly wars of attrition, in which citizen-worker groups frequently need
extralocal help in order to stay the course” (p. 36). Summing up their anal-
ysis of U.S.-based environmental struggles, they assert that “most com-
monly, local mobilization dissipates after it fails (or, less commonly,
succeeds) in its specific local conflict. When it does survive beyond the con-
clusion of its initial local mission, this is often due largely to the social re-
sources provided by extralocal national and/or regional environmental
social movement organizations” (p. 40).

Faced with this dismal record, Gould et al. argue for the importance 
of coalitions that connect across different levels of political activity, man-
age the challenges of knowledge production and dissemination, and help
sustain local resistance. The authors assert that a more promising model 
of mobilization involves community embeddedness in larger extralocal

Information, Accountability, and Direct Pressure Politics 209



networks. They conclude, “mobilization can be more successful if local
communities organize extralocally and monitor locally” (p. 196), with
significant resources devoted to building “extralocal alliances in order to
confront the extralocal control of national and transnational . . . agents”
(p. 215). Milofsky (1988: 20) similarly argues that community groups sel-
dom win on their own, and thus the “main task” of local movements is to
“locate resources available in the broader society and attract them to the
locality.”

Other analysts have also pointed to the importance of connections be-
tween local and extralocal actors for successful environmental campaigns.
Barnet and Cavanagh’s (1994) “globalism from below” requires a local
constituency with connections to broader resources and movements. Kar-
liner’s (1997) “grassroots globalization” involves connected communities
across regions and countries that range from individual consumer pres-
sures, to corporate accountability campaigns, to broader efforts to reform
state and international institutions through activist networks.

Keck and Sikkink (1998) describe and analyze a specific form of non-
state actor—the transnational advocacy network—which serves some of
the functions Gould et al. argue are critical. Keck and Sikkink claim that
“where the powerful impose forgetfulness, networks can provide alterna-
tive channels of communication . . .” and “multiply the voices that are
heard in international and domestic policies. These voices argue, per-
suade, strategize, document, lobby, pressure, and complain” (p. x). For
Keck and Sikkink, “the core of network activity is the production, ex-
change, and strategic use of information,” which serves to “reframe inter-
national and domestic debates, changing their terms, their sites, and the
configuration of participants” (p. x).

Keck and Sikkink are particularly interested in “the ability of nontradi-
tional international actors to mobilize information strategically to help
create new issues and categories and to persuade, pressure, and gain lever-
age over much more powerful organizations and governments. Activists in
networks try not only to influence policy outcomes, but to transform the
terms and nature of the debate” (p. 2). Keck and Sikkink also raise the in-
teresting concept of a “boomerang” effect in which pressure is redirected
from one agency to another in order to find a point of leverage over the
state agency that is responsible for a pollution decision. For example, if
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one state agency blocks the demands of a local group, community mem-
bers can enlist the support of extralocal, nonstate actors (such as a sym-
pathetic NGO or reporter) to apply pressure on another agency in the state
that could then pressure the original agency to take action.

Wapner’s (1996) analysis of environmental NGOs is also relevant to the
Vietnamese cases as activists there aim not to establish new governmental
agencies or to dismantle existing ones, but to enlist state resources and ca-
pabilities. As Wapner notes, “The idea is to discover unconventional levers
of power and employ nontraditional modes of action that can affect, if
only unevenly and imperfectly, the global community. This involves teas-
ing out and utilizing nonformal channels and mechanisms of political
engagement or, put differently, manipulating forms of power that are
generally considered ineffectual in the larger context of so-called genuine
politics” (p. 159). These groups often work through persuasion rather
than coercion, although when deemed necessary they also employ forms
of public pressure.

Nonstate actors and extralocal pressures played a significant role in four
of the cases examined in this book. In the Nike case it was clear that with-
out their presence the company would likely not have improved its perfor-
mance, and certainly not nearly as quickly. But it is not as clear in the other
cases exactly whether nonstate actors “make or break” successful com-
munity-driven regulation. The impact and effectiveness of nonstate actors
is a function in these cases of how they interact with other actors involved:
firms, state agencies, and communities.

The nature of the firm matters in whether non-state actors are influen-
tial. Companies must be concerned about their reputations for informa-
tion and accountability tactics to be influential. As Keck and Sikkink
argue, “target actors must be vulnerable either to material incentives or
to sanctions from outside actors, or they must be sensitive to pressure
because of gaps between stated commitments and practice. Vulnerability
arises both from the availability of leverage and the target’s sensitivity to
leverage; if either is missing, a campaign may fail” (1998: 29). For ex-
ample, a firm selling high-profile consumer products that depend upon
image and reputation is more likely to respond to media or NGO infor-
mation about poor performance. Firms selling to other firms that are con-
cerned about their reputation or standards, such as purchasers that require
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ISO 14000 certification, will also be more sensitive to critiques of envi-
ronmental performance. Firms that need the support of local officials, or
that want to avoid stricter state regulation, may also seek to avoid negative
publicity, as will companies that strive to be respected in the marketplace.
In these regards, market reputation clearly matters the most to the two for-
eign case study factories: Dona Bochang and Tae Kwang Vina.

But reputational impacts appear to have different effects on different
kinds of companies. Foreign multinationals seem to fear that reports of
pollution or workplace environmental problems will lead to losses in sales
among concerned consumers, that they may get inspected more often be-
cause inspectors now know to monitor them, and that they may face more
red tape from the Vietnamese authorities. State enterprises on the other
hand do not seem to fear either consumers (as most of their sales are to
other state enterprises) or regulators, but rather state decision makers who
approve soft loans and bank financing. As in the case of Viet Tri Chemi-
cals the main fear of managers was that reports of pollution problems and
adverse impacts on community members was going to make it more dif-
ficult for the factory to access loans from the government to upgrade its
production.

Vietnamese companies that export their products to the United States,
Europe, or Japan may in the future face increasing consumer demands and
pressures for altered production practices. International NGO campaigns
can impact these firms’ decisions. Multinational firms based in developed
countries similarly may come under pressure for the practices of their sub-
contractors in Vietnam. This is happening in Europe regarding garments,
in Japan regarding food products, and in the United States regarding labor
issues for a range of products.

The position of a state agency responsible for regulating pollution also
matters. Accountability politics work particularly well on agencies that
have claimed they are protecting community members or the environment,
or that have certified industrial activities are environmentally clean (as in
the case with Environmental Impact Assessments). Agencies and govern-
ment authorities (such as the provincial People’s Committees) that need to
legitimate their power are also susceptible to attacks on their effectiveness.
Agencies that appear to have made money off permitting pollution may
also be laying themselves open to media and NGO scrutiny.

212 Chapter 6



The characteristics and capacities of the community also influence
whether nonstate actors are effective. If community members can take ad-
vantage of the resources and benefits provided by extralocal organizations,
nonstate actors will play a synergistic role in environmental struggles. If
communities are too weak to utilize media or NGO efforts, reports and
articles may serve little purpose. Community members that are good
“spokespersons” for their cause, providing a compelling voice to outside
audiences, will in turn support the work of NGOs and the media. Outside
NGOs are always in need of local legitimization. Solid community support
can provide this legitimacy.

6.7 Conclusions

The Nike case shows quite clearly that nonstate actors can win campaigns
targeting global firms, even when they are located deep inside industrial
zones in the middle of Vietnam. In an environment that leaves little space
for NGOs or other intermediary organizations, transnational networks
still can play an important role. Taking advantage of global linkages, they
can exercise leverage on behalf of local demands that trump the power of
firms such as Tae Kwang Vina that appear invincible in the local context.
However, these organizations rarely win battles on their own. As Gould et
al. (1996: 181) argue, a “successful strategy of mobilization must have a
local component.” The linkages that groups like Vietnam Labor Watch
and Global Exchange have built on the ground in countries across Asia are
critical to their information gathering, their political legitimacy, and ulti-
mately their campaign effectiveness.

And while the Nike case is encouraging in a number of regards, it also
hints at a host of limitations of these types of transnational processes and
campaigns. Clearly one of the key points of leverage in the Nike campaign
arises from Nike’s brand profile and sensitivity to public embarrassment.
If Tae Kwang had been producing a generic brand of shoes, it is unlikely
that the factory’s conditions would have merited even a footnote in the
New York Times. Transnational strategies depend on the media and public
opinion for much of their impact. It is thus an open question whether these
processes can influence companies that are not tied directly to high-profile
brands or retailers.
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NGO actors and media outlets also have their own interests and goals
in these campaigns, which may or may not match with local community
and worker interests. For instance, focusing on Nike may be popular this
year for NGOs in the United States (because it is a winnable campaign or
a hot topic), but may be old news next year. And even if NGOs in the west
continue their interest in Vietnamese factory conditions, their funding may
shift to a new topic that leaves Nike workers and their health problems
behind.

The Nike case shows both the power of transnational advocacy net-
works and the fragility of their campaigns. It shows that a sort of “Activist-
Driven Regulation” can be effective in pressuring firms in Vietnam to
change their practices, but the success of these campaigns depends on
many factors spread out across several continents, and is hardly something
that Vietnamese workers and community members can count on. Al-
though these networks are fragile in a number of regards, they also hold
out some potential for responding to current trends in the globalization of
production. For if systems can be built in which Vietnamese workers and
community members are empowered to pull a proverbial fire alarm, and in
which international NGOs and the media can respond effectively to these
alarms, these processes may present a hopeful alternative to counting on
local state agencies to strictly regulate the industries they so desperately
struggle to attract and promote.

A system of international independent monitoring of subcontractors of
Nike, Reebok, adidas, and their competitors could establish the kind of
broad net that is needed to control, or at least track, the actions of multi-
national firms around the world. By pressuring firms such as Nike—and a
growing pool of electronics, toy, and clothing brands—to pressure their
subcontractors, community members, workers, and international activists
may also be able to create some room for local regulators such as those in
Dong Nai province to do a better job of inspections and enforcement.

Clearly there is enormous potential for these types of information-based
strategies for promoting regulation of environmental, health and safety,
and other social issues. If international NGOs take their lead from local
concerns, and transfer sophisticated strategies for collecting and dissemi-
nating information back to local groups, these campaigns can significantly
influence industry practices.
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The preceding chapters have presented a range of detailed cases of indus-
trial activities and their environmental impacts, and more to the point,
state, NGO, and community responses to improve environmental and
health conditions. My purpose here, however, is not to simply present the
intricate histories of these cases, or to tell good stories, but rather to draw
lessons from the varied cases. This chapter steps back from the details of
the cases with the goal of exploring more general explanations and hy-
potheses about the underlying processes at work in conflicts over pollution
and efforts to balance development and the environment, building on the
empirical evidence of the cases to advance a simplified model of the pro-
cesses supporting more effective environmental regulation in Vietnam.

Comparing widely varying cases—from a modern Nike shoe factory to
an old state-run chemical plant—can be a precarious task. Each of the
cases is unique in its own way. However, these cases do reveal a number of
patterns. Within each complex case, similar underlying dynamics emerged
which supported effective regulation. Existing theories do not adequately
explain these dynamics in a country like Vietnam. It was not simply the
strongest agency, strongest community, or the use of market incentives that
determined effective responses to pollution problems. In each case, a com-
bination of factors was at work. This chapter attempts to generalize these
dynamics through a simplified model.

7.1 Community-Driven Processes

Processes currently exist in Vietnam which can motivate state and firm ac-
tions to reduce pollution. In the cases analyzed here, community actions

7
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played a key role in driving these processes—pressuring the state to take
action against polluting firms. Of course not all communities were able to
mobilize effectively and not all state agencies were responsive to commu-
nity demands. Nonetheless, some communities were able to mobilize, pres-
suring firms and the state, and securing important pollution reductions.

From interviews with frontline government regulators it is clear that the
vast majority of regulatory actions in Vietnam have occurred only after
community complaints. Staff at the three key environmental agencies—
the Departments of Science, Technology, and Environment (DOSTE) in
Hanoi, Dong Nai, and Phu Tho—admitted that virtually all inspections
to date had been driven by community complaints.1 Representatives of
the National Environment Agency (NEA) similarly acknowledged that the
inspections conducted up through the time of this research had been insti-
gated after community complaints.

In a certain sense, community pressures have become a sort of “back-
bone” for state regulatory action. This community backbone function is
certainly not unique to Vietnam, nor entirely surprising. Vietnam devel-
oped its environmental laws and regulations extremely quickly in 1993
and 1994 with the assistance (and prodding) of international aid agencies
and NGOs. The Vietnamese regulatory system has thus grown the out-
lines, or skeleton of a governance system, with little of the muscle needed
to make it stand up. Weaknesses in environmental agencies and the coun-
tervailing strength of community demands has led to a situation of essen-
tially community-driven inspections and enforcement.

Community pressures play a critical role in supporting the implementa-
tion of environmental laws in Vietnam. Communities pressure the state to
enforce existing laws on the books. Demands for effective enforcement of
these regulations help build the legitimacy and ultimately the capacity of
fledgling state environmental agencies. Community interactions with the
state help support a kind of “coproduction” of regulation.

Community mobilizations influence both the occurrence of state regu-
latory actions and the effectiveness of these actions. Community pressures
(combined with extralocal pressures) have contributed to the generation 
of new environmental laws in Vietnam and more importantly to the prac-
tical implementation of these laws. Analyzing the relations between com-
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munity actors and state agencies, among state agencies, and between state
agencies and firms is critical to assessing the effectiveness of actual
regulation.

Community members in general are much more interested in results—
that is, pollution reduction—than in inspections, reports, EIAs, or even
agreements to build treatment plants. Mobilized communities thus serve
as a dispersed team of monitors to follow-up on inspections and promises
of improvement. This is particularly important, as monitoring and en-
forcement are the Achilles’ heel of traditional top-down environmental
regulation.

Community participation can also help overcome other common
limitations of traditional environmental regulation. For example, among
the tensions that always exist within the state regarding environmental
regulation, the most basic is the conflict between the desire to promote
economic growth (either by attracting foreign firms or supporting state-
owned enterprises) and the countervailing pressure to regulate the adverse
impacts of industry. On a microlevel, there are significant incentives (both
direct and indirect) for government inspectors not to enforce environmen-
tal regulations. There are also often severe constraints on staff and funds,
which make regulation difficult even for the most committed inspectors.
Community participation in the regulation process helps to tip the balance
of this equation towards enforcement. At a minimum, community actions
make it more difficult for firms to bribe local officials or to falsely claim
that problems have been solved.

7.2 Regulatory Dynamics

Successful cases of Community-Driven Regulation follow a similar pattern:

1. Communities identify priority environmental problems and instigate
action to solve them—usually through complaint letters to a local govern-
ment agency, letters to the firm, or protests;

2. The state responds by investigating, gathering data, and analyzing the
past performance of and existing requirements on the firm;

3. The state may also impose fines or require technical changes inside the
factory;
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4. The community monitors the state’s actions (albeit through unscientific
means) and any changes in the performance of the firm;

5. If pollution is not reduced, the community escalates its pressure on the
firm and challenges the state to fulfill its legal mandate, often turning to
extralocal actors such as the media, NGOs, or higher governmental bodies
to support their claims.

This pattern of environmental regulation differs in a number of regards
from both traditional command-and-control (CAC) regulation and simple
public participation models. Under command-and-control, a “patrol”
model2 is employed in which the state sets environmental standards,
establishes inspection systems, patrols for violators, and then enforces
its solution (Kraft and Vig 1990, Fiorino 1995, Gottlieb 1995). The
command-and-control model assumes that the state is an autonomous ac-
tor with the power and will to regulate strictly and to patrol firms effec-
tively. Even when command-and-control works, however—and it often
does not in developing countries—it has many limitations, the most im-
portant being monitoring and enforcement (Afsah, Laplante, and Wheeler
1996, Desai 1998).

In traditional public participation programs, government agencies al-
low communities to provide input into environmental issues, but the state
sets the agenda for discussion and creates the forums for participation
(Fiorino 1995, Canter 1996). Governmental agencies also sometimes use
participation as a means to protect firms and the state from outside pres-
sures (Taylor 1995). Public participation processes in the United States
and Europe for instance, have been criticized for their limited scope, their
late-stage procedures when decisions often have already been made, and
the reactive position they force communities into (Chess 1999). Commu-
nities are increasingly demanding deeper, earlier, and more substantive
forms of participation. The environmental justice movement in the United
States for instance has harshly critiqued the current system of public par-
ticipation and advocated mechanisms for communities to have a real say
in decisions (even technical decisions) that affect their lives and the envi-
ronment (Bullard 1994).

Under Community-Driven Regulation, the community largely deter-
mines its own environmental priorities and inspection needs, serves as
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additional inspectors, monitors progress, and increases the accountability
of state–firm negotiations. One weakness in this process, as I have men-
tioned, is that community members focus on environmental problems that
they can immediately see, smell, or feel. Impacts also often have to exceed
a threshold level to be noticed (e.g., deaths or illnesses) and by this point,
significant damage has already occurred.

Community actions—to identify problems, monitor factory perfor-
mance, demand results, and verify improvements—can also support state
actors who are interested in implementing environmental policies. In the
best case, Community-Driven Regulation can result in a “virtuous circle”
whereby community actors pressure an environmental agency to take ac-
tion, which results in pollution reduction, thus bolstering community de-
mands and concerns for a cleaner environment, which in turn leads to
further community actions and state responses.

For Community-Driven Regulation to be effective, community, state,
and firm actions must come together in ways that are mutually reinforcing.
Communities must mobilize effectively, they must have a point of leverage
within a state agency, and firms must be responsive to state and commu-
nity pressures. These characteristics and actions are influenced by history,
political opportunities, and existing structures of mobilization, as well as
by the relations developed among firms, communities, and the state.

7.3 Community Alarms and Reluctant Firefighters

The process of Community-Driven Regulation represents what might be
called a “fire alarm” model of environmental regulation on its surface.
Recognizing that the state cannot patrol all firms, and in some areas does
not effectively patrol any firms, community members pull alarms to target
and motivate state action on specific firms. It is never as simple as pulling
an alarm of course. The alarm must get the attention of a state actor with
power, and direct that power towards specific actions.3 In order to trigger
this action community members must effectively mobilize, strategically
act, and often enlist outside forces to support their demands.

To extend the metaphor, alarms vary in “volume” and “timing.” Some
alarms are pulled only after environmental damage has been done, such as
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complaints about crops that have been destroyed by pollution. In these
cases the alarm is meant to motivate some form of relief or compensation.
Other alarms are more like smoke detectors, alerting authorities to im-
pending problems, and seeking to avert serious pollution incidents.

Responses to alarms vary as well. Some alarms are extremely effective,
directing an environmental agency to priority environmental issues. Other
alarms, however, are ignored. In essence the alarm volume can go up or
down, depending on the ways the alarms are communicated. The media
and NGOs can help amplify the alarms, while other interests may help
drown out alarms. Communities may also give up pulling alarms if they
feel they are not being heard.

In the best case, state environmental agencies act as committed fire-
fighters (rather than corrupt police patrols) working to respond to com-
munity alarms. Agency connections to the community and a sense of
professional responsibility, drive staff to improve their capabilities and
performance. With the right infrastructure—efficient alarms and appro-
priate firefighting equipment—the environmental agency can become quite
effective in controlling pollution. If this system of alarms works, firefight-
ers can graduate over time from simply responding to alarms to working
to prevent problems through enforcement of standards, spot checks on
facilities, education and training, hazard prevention, and responding to
tips on violations before problems occur.

Responding to these public alarms can also help build the capacity and
the stature of young environmental agencies. At the same time, public
alarms and unannounced inspections make factory managers more ac-
countable to environmental laws. The threat of being targeted for action
creates incentives for factory managers to invest in prevention, and to
avoid the reputational and financial costs of publicity about pollution
incidents.

Communities are transformed in this process as well from victims to
monitors. Over time, community members can progress from pulling
alarms after a problem has occurred, to pulling alarms that can prevent
larger problems. If community members feel they can affect change, and
that their alarms are being heard by the state, they will be motivated to
monitor even more closely.
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7.4 “Demand-and-Control” Regulation

Community-Driven Regulation does not replace or even circumvent tradi-
tional command-and-control regulation, but rather represents a supple-
mentary community “demand-and-control” regulation. In Vietnam, as in
most developing countries, the state rarely “commands” industry against
its will to change environmental practices. CDR thus begins from a differ-
ent starting point than the model of top-down environmental regulation,
and involves different drivers of action.

The processes underlying Community-Driven Regulation support a
process that might be thought of as “populist maxi-min regulation” (see
Fung and O’Rourke 2000). The process is populist in that there is a key
role for ordinary people. It is “maxi-min” (following Rawls 1971) in that
maximum attention is often focused on the worst conditions. The process
begins when community members mobilize to gather, analyze, and dis-
seminate information on a pollution issue. Community members evaluate
and prioritize their concerns, often focusing on issues that have not been
dealt with effectively by existing state regulation. Communities then make
demands on the government and put direct pressures on firms. Finally, if
they are effective, communities follow-up and monitor changes.

This demand-and-control process increases the likelihood that existing
command-and-control regulation is implemented, and at the same time
advances other mechanisms of environmental regulation. Community-
Driven Regulation forces deliberation on environmental issues, bringing
pollution problems—and the trade-offs that are inherent in these issues—
out into the light of public debate. CDR raises basic questions of fair-
ness—essentially who benefits and who pays the costs of a particular
factory and its pollution. And Community-Driven Regulation advances a
form of accountability politics, raising the question of why the state is or
is not doing its job.

Existing regulatory institutions are enhanced by these public processes.
As discussed in chapter 5, community pressures can help build the capac-
ity of state agencies, and support their demands for greater resources,
staff, etc. So although community-state interactions may appear con-
frontational in Community-Driven Regulation, they may lead to benefits
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for both sets of actors, and ultimately to the coproduction of environmen-
tal regulation (Ostrom 1996).

7.5 Actors in the CDR Model

Four sets of actors take center stage in these community-driven processes:
(1) community members affected by the pollution from a factory; (2) offi-
cials within state agencies responsible for regulating and promoting that
factory; (3) extralocal actors such as the media, NGOs, and consumers;
and, (4) factory managers. Both the character of each set of actors and
their interactions shape the effectiveness of environmental regulation.

7.5.1 Communities
Community characteristics and their relations to firms and the state de-
termine whether communities mobilize, how they mobilize, and whether
their actions are effective in pressuring for pollution reduction. Commu-
nities are rarely homogenous. Even in the small communities that were the
focus of this analysis, people living in the shadow of a factory could be
both cohesive groupings of individuals with similar interests, and oppos-
ing forces with different levels of power, wealth, and education who bat-
tled to advance their own interests.

In evaluating why communities mobilize, and why some mobilizations
are effective, it is necessary to analyze both the structure and charac-
teristics of these communities, and how they relate to the actors they are
working to influence. Relations with the media and NGOs also influence
community actions. As a number of authors have pointed out (see for in-
stance, McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1996), political opportunities,
mobilizing structures, and framing processes are key to the emergence of
mobilizations and the forms they assume. Three factors seem critical to the
effectiveness of community pressures in Vietnam: capacity, cohesiveness,
and linkages.

Capacity involves very basic knowledge of rights and complaint proce-
dures, as well as more sophisticated strategies for pressuring state agencies
and firms. Individuals need to be able to analyze and document pollution
impacts (on health, crops, income, etc.), and then mobilize other people in
the community to take action. Community members’ understanding of
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ecological and health impacts of pollution influences whether and how
they mobilize. Knowledge of legal rights, and even very simply knowing
who to complain to, serves as an important basis of community action.
Community members need as well to be able to continuously monitor
state and firm actions and improvements. These basic capacity issues have
been observed by a number of analysts, who have thus hypothesized the
influence of general education and income levels on community mobiliza-
tion around environmental issues (Afsah et al. 1996). Individual capacities
obviously also matter in community organization and mobilization. Indi-
vidual skills, willingness to take risks, charisma, and commitment all play
a role in leading community members to act.

Cohesiveness within the community is critical to effective mobilization.
Strong social ties within the community help overcome collective action
problems and aid in the mobilization of resources for action. Social cohe-
sion, or what Putnam (2000) calls “social capital,” Woolcock (1998) calls
community “integration,” and Portes (1995) calls “strong ties,” is at the
heart of successful community organization and action. Informal norms
and networks, shared interests, shared identities, and the community’s his-
tory of organization all play a role in community cohesiveness. Vietnam’s
socialist past, and the system of local People’s Committees, has strength-
ened this social cohesion. It appears that a shared sense of injustice can
also support community mobilization and action. Moral outrage is often
based on experiencing an affront to agreed upon community values (Szasz
1994), or to an historical sense of rights and traditions. At the same time,
some communities may also be highly divided. If a community is too de-
pendent on a firm, such as in a “company town” when a high proportion
of the community works in, or benefits from the factory, it can be ex-
tremely difficult to mobilize enough pressure to motivate firm changes.

Linkages, meaning external ties to state agencies and extralocal actors
(Woolcock 1998), are also critical if community mobilizations are to be ef-
fective. Communities need ties to government officials and agencies as
points of leverage over environmental decisions, and more generally to ad-
vance community interests. Trust and cooperation with local government
officials can make or break community attempts to mobilize. Account-
ability of local government officials, or more cynically, the ability of com-
munity members to uncover and block corruption, is critical to influencing
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state action. The establishment of the National Environment Agency in
1993 and the provincial Departments of Science, Technology, and En-
vironment (DOSTEs) in 1994 created a focus for community efforts to
influence state environmental decisions. The DOSTEs in particular not
only implement national policy, but have become targets for community
demands, and thus are pressured to communicate those demands to
higher state decision makers. Close ties between community members and
agency staff facilitate a two-way communication process. Linkages to ex-
tralocal actors such as the media are also useful for advancing community
demands and for reaching higher government authorities.

In short, when communities are endowed with capacity and cohesive-
ness, as well as certain linkages, the prospects for Community-Driven
Regulation are quite promising. Even though most communities are only
partially in possession of these characteristics, my cases show a clear re-
lationship between relative endowments along these dimensions and
success.

7.5.2 State Environmental Agencies
State environmental agencies are both coherent actors and arenas for com-
peting interests.4 These agencies have internal political conflicts, must
cooperate with other state agencies and higher authorities, and must re-
spond to external pressures. The success of environmental agencies in en-
forcing laws seems to be tied up in their internal characteristics—such as
their own coherence and competencies—and in their connections to soci-
ety at large, such as their public credibility and external accountability. For
state agencies, capacities, linkages, and autonomy appear to be the key
characteristics influencing environmental performance.

Capacity for an environmental agency is a fairly straightforward issue.
Agencies need to have the basic organizational, fiscal, and human capital
to enforce environmental laws. State agencies must be able to evaluate
both the complaints of community members and the assertions of factory
managers. Staff need to be able to analyze health impacts, crop damage,
and the characteristics of the pollution in question (chemical components,
volume, duration, etc.), and to conduct “real-time” evaluations. Environ-
mental staff also need the capacity to know what to demand of a firm,
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what measures to require for controlling or preventing the pollution, and
how to evaluate changes in performance. In the best case, one can imag-
ine a sort of Weberian environmental bureaucracy with well trained staff
(hired through a meritocratic system), working in cohesive organizations,
insulated from the influences of polluters, with unambiguous policies and
enforcement procedures, and clear channels of authority. The reality of en-
vironmental agencies in Vietnam unfortunately is still far from this ideal.5

Most environmental agencies are underfunded, understaffed, poorly
trained, and have highly ambiguous policies and enforcement procedures.

Linkages are also key to successful regulation. By linkages, I mean the
social and political connections among state agencies and between state
officials and civil society actors that foster effective communication and
feedback. Social relationships are at the heart of regulation. State agencies
operate at many levels and interact with civil society actors in diverse
ways.6 Because of the important role of linkages, local-level agencies (par-
ticularly those that have strong community ties) are more successful in im-
plementing state policies than provincial or national agencies. Of course,
social relationships can also be sources of pressure that impede an agency’s
effectiveness: factory managers working to protect their interests, will also
attempt to build and activate ties to the local agency. Linkages must there-
fore be balanced by autonomy.

Autonomy to enforce environmental regulations, particularly when reg-
ulations threaten private or state interests, is exceedingly difficult for
young environmental agencies to achieve. By autonomy I mean intrastate
autonomy as well as autonomy from the private sector. Autonomy re-
quires protection from capture or undue influence from either firm man-
agers or other state officials interested in the promotion or protection of
industry (such as the Ministry of Industry or the Ministry of Planning and
Investment). Insulation from elite demands requires formal legal proce-
dures and countervailing pressures. Inspectors themselves need to be mon-
itored for accepting gifts and bribes. Divisions between state agencies or
between broader groups in society can create the openings needed for this
autonomy. Community pressures can also force the state to be more re-
sponsive to community demands and thus more autonomous from elite
interests.
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7.5.3 Extralocal Actors
At the local level, it is common for community members to lose in politi-
cal battles. In these situations, effective communities often turn to ex-
tralocal resources to strengthen their campaigns. The most prominent of
these are national and international media and nongovernmental or-
ganizations (NGOs). Vietnam is somewhat unique in the kinds of extra-
local resources that are available to communities. There are still no truly
independent NGOs working on pollution issues. NGOs that do exist
are actually government or university-sponsored groups, or international
organizations. These organizations are constrained in their activities, and
generally do not attempt to influence the Vietnamese government directly,
but rather work indirectly to change policies and practices.

Given the limited presence of NGOs and other independent interme-
diary organizations in Vietnam, one might assume that this category of
actor could be dropped from the analysis. The Nike case, however, demon-
strates that extralocal NGOs can have a substantial impact, even in Viet-
nam. And the Ba Nhat case shows that even ostensibly state-controlled
NGOs (such as a government-run university NGO) can play important
roles in pressuring agencies within the state. The key is leverage and link-
ages once again. NGOs are effective when they are connected to and have
influence over local, national, or global decision makers. Under certain cir-
cumstances, NGOs can provide extraordinary leverage on behalf of local
struggles.

7.5.4 Firms
Finally, of course, there are the firms themselves. Although in these cases
firms are generally sources of pollution rather than leaders of sustainabil-
ity, it is nonetheless important to conceptualize the characteristics that
make firms more or less likely to respond positively when they are put un-
der pressure by communities, state agencies or extralocal actors to reduce
their pollution. Analysts have proposed a long list of characteristics which
appear to be associated with “greener” firms (see for instance Ashford and
Heaton 1983, OECD 1985, OTA 1994, and Lawrence and Morell 1995).
My research points to three broad characteristics which enable firms 
to respond positively to environmental pressures: capacity, linkages, and
market positioning.
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Capacity for firms refers to the technical and organizational capabilities
needed to solve environmental problems. Firms must be able to identify
sources of pollution, develop strategies for controlling or preventing the
pollution, and overcome internal and external barriers to process changes.
Factory managers need to be able to access relevant information (regard-
ing internal practices and external options and alternatives), alter organi-
zational structures to create incentives for pollution reduction (from top
managers to engineers to line workers), mobilize capital for investments,
implement technical changes, and measure the effectiveness and cost of
changes. Internal political structures also influence firm responses to envi-
ronmental problems. Firms need dedicated environmental staff that have
a say in production decisions which affect the environment. Integration of
environmental staff with production staff helps alleviate the marginaliza-
tion of environmental concerns, and supports wider reaching pollution
control efforts.

Linkages affect the performance and responsiveness of firms as well.
Social ties between a firm and the community can be instrumental in mo-
tivating the firm to take action on pollution problems. How a firm is con-
nected to the local community, such as through its workers, consumers,
suppliers of inputs, or just as a neighbor, influences how it responds to
community complaints about pollution. In cases where community mem-
bers can influence decisions that affect the firm, such as access to local re-
sources, firms become particularly responsive to local demands. Likewise,
if a firm looks to the state for access to capital, import and export permits,
or licenses for doing certain activities, the firm may be more inclined to fol-
low state directives on pollution. As in the case of state agencies, however,
close ties can cut both ways. When jobs and taxes are at stake, threats of
capital flight can protect firms from community and state demands.

Market position affects both the financial and strategic position of firms
as they face environmental decisions. If a firm is a market leader, with strong
brand recognition, it will likely be more sensitive to public criticism about
environmental practices. If a firm sells to an environmentally aware mar-
ket, such as food products to Japan or textiles to Europe, the company may
also come under pressures for improved environmental performance. Con-
versely, if a firm produces low-margin, intermediary products such as basic
chemicals, it will have little market incentive to improve its performance 
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or protect its reputation. A firm’s market position also affects state and
public expectations for the firm.

7.6 A Schematic of the CDR Model

Figure 7.1 presents a simple schematic of relationships between these ac-
tors, showing that a number of routes can be taken to influence firms to re-
duce pollution. Communities can pressure firms directly, or can work with
the media and NGOs to pressure firms. Extralocal actors can magnify or
redirect complaints to other state authorities thereby adding new pressures
on the state to respond. And the state on its own can pressure firms. The
most effective process I examined in Vietnam involved a dynamic in which
communities—in coordination with extralocal supporters—pressured the
state to pressure a firm. Communities then monitored the implementation
of regulations and improvements.

The diagram is drawn to indicate both the direction and the force of in-
teractions in Community-Driven Regulation. The strongest interaction is
from the community to the state to the firm. This interaction leads to the
most significant impact on environmental performance. This relationship
can also be reversed with the firm pressuring the state, which in turn can
work to suppress a community’s demands. Communities can also directly
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pressure firms. However, in Vietnam direct community pressures on firms
are currently a weaker and less effective link.

These interactions are obviously complex. There are often significant in-
ternal conflicts within each set of actors. Relations between actors also
vary widely. In the “best” cases, communities are cohesive and connected,
state agencies are capable and responsive to community pressure, and
firms are accountable to consumers or the state and in a strong market po-
sition to respond. With these characteristics, the levers of pressure and re-
sponse can be fairly straightforward.

However, as we have seen, there are also cases where communities are
divided and isolated from state authorities, where state agencies are unre-
sponsive to community needs and corrupted by ties to firms, and where
firms are insulated from pressures and motivated only to externalize pol-
lution costs. In these cases demands for environmental protection are of-
ten frustrated, forcing communities and NGOs to seek alternative means
to pressure the state or a firm.
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Without the support of the public, even the easiest task can’t be accomplished.
With the support of the public, even the hardest task can be fulfilled.

Communist Party slogan

Regulation of pollution in developing countries appears an almost
Herculean task. It is almost taken for granted that governments pass en-
vironmental and labor laws and then fail to enforce them, postponing
environmental and social protections in the interests of economic devel-
opment. What is thus surprising is when communities and local govern-
ments are actually able to promote more sustainable forms of development
against a range of pressures and disincentives.

Vietnam is in many ways a classic example of the challenges of balanc-
ing development and the environment. Like virtually every developing
country in the world, Vietnam aspires to follow in the footsteps of the
“Tiger” economies of Asia. The government is squarely focused on attract-
ing foreign capital, supporting industrial growth, and generally building a
modern, industrial nation. However, even with this strong development
bias, Vietnam has also been forced to recognize that rapid growth can have
serious environmental implications—as seen quite clearly in the neigh-
boring countries of Thailand, Korea, and Taiwan. While representing the
potential for successful development, these nations also represent urban
environmental problems to be avoided. So as Vietnam begins its develop-
ment journey with old technologies and new polluting industries, it has
the potential to be not just as bad as Bangkok or Taipei, but perhaps even
worse.

8
Regulation against the Odds: Conclusions
and Policy Implications



The recent inflow of foreign direct investment into Vietnam continues to
drive a process of urbanization and industrialization. Rapid population
growth in cities overwhelms existing infrastructure and exacerbates envi-
ronmental problems. Traffic congestion (and its associated air pollution),
residential overcrowding, unplanned land uses (including the siting of
highly polluting factories next to residential areas), uncollected municipal
solid waste, and polluted rivers and lakes, are the most visible signs of in-
frastructural inadequacy and regulatory failure.

Vietnam is poised to repeat the same unsustainable development pat-
terns as its Asian neighbors. However, as a latecomer to development,
Vietnam also has the potential to learn from these problems. The govern-
ment could apply international best practice in policy and planning to pre-
vent Ho Chi Minh City from becoming another Bangkok, implement
policies and programs to prevent pollution before it is created, and take
measures to control development through better planning, zoning, etc.

At first glance, however, the prospect of enlightened government leader-
ship seems unlikely. The persistence of single-party Communist rule raises
the specter of a continued focus on the expansion of production and a dis-
regard for the environmental impacts of industry (as was seen in Eastern
Europe). A lack of funds, trained personnel, and political influence se-
verely constrain the effectiveness of environmental agencies. State regula-
tors on their own simply have not been able to control the adverse impacts
of industrialization and urbanization.

What about other actors that might contribute to sustainable develop-
ment: communities, NGOs, or social movements? Again, the prospects
seem limited. There are no truly independent Vietnamese NGOs, and the
NGOs that do exist are severely limited in the roles they play, appearing
much weaker vis-à-vis the state than NGOs in other countries in Asia.
Communities cannot count on competitive electoral politics to give them
leverage in demanding action from the state. Essentially all protests in
Vietnam remain illegal.

Vietnam clearly offers a difficult test for policies or programs to promote
more effective environmental regulation and sustainable development.

Given this context, successes of any kind are surprising. And these suc-
cesses offer potential sources of important learning. The fact that three of
the six cases studied in this analysis (Dona Bochang textiles, Viet Tri chem-

232 Chapter 8



icals, and Ba Nhat chemicals) show substantial changes, and two others
(Lam Thao and Tae Kwang) show partial improvements, should be read as
evidence that processes do exist in an extremely difficult context for moti-
vating improved environmental regulation. At the most basic level, these
cases show that under certain circumstances, community pressures can
motivate state agencies to enforce environmental laws. Even in a country
without formal channels of public participation, community members can
mobilize and demand improved environmental protections. These cases
also indicate that community actions may promote wider reforms that ac-
tually build the strength and legitimacy of state environmental agencies.

8.1 Existing Community-Driven Regulation

The basic processes of Community-Driven Regulation involve community
actions to pressure state agencies to enforce environmental laws. The vast
majority of regulatory actions in Vietnam today occur only after these
community pressures have been applied. Staffing weaknesses in environ-
mental agencies, inadequate inspection systems, and development impera-
tives—conditions common to many developing countries—have all limited
the effectiveness of traditional state-centric, command-and-control regula-
tion, and have supported the emergence of Community-Driven Regulation.

Community actions influence both the occurrence of state regulation,
and the effectiveness of the regulation. Community pressures (combined
with extralocal forces) have contributed to the generation of new environ-
mental laws in Vietnam, and to the actual implementation of these laws.
Community-driven processes can also help overcome common impedi-
ments to traditional environmental regulation, tipping the balance in po-
litical battles towards enforcement. This is of course not completely new.
Similar processes of local protest drove early regulatory initiatives in the
United States and Europe.

However, for Community-Driven Regulation to be effective, commu-
nity, state, and firm actions must converge in a synergistic manner. The six
case studies offer rich detail on how these processes play out within con-
flicts over pollution in a developing country. Under a comparative lens, the
cases also provide insight into sources of variation among communities,
state agencies, and firms. Clearly there is a range of characteristics and
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processes that can either support or impede effective regulation. When a
community has strong internal social ties and external political linkages,
it has more potential to advance environmental demands. When state
agencies can act autonomously and are responsive to community needs,
they are more likely to enforce environmental laws. And when firms are
both vulnerable to external pressures and in a strong market position, they
are more inclined to take measures to reduce their pollution.

One surprising finding of the research was just how vibrant communi-
ties in Vietnam were as political actors. These cases challenge the stereo-
typical image of state-socialist societies in which civil society is crushed
and moribund under the overwhelming weight of the state. Communi-
ties in Vietnam have a dialogic relationship with the state—particularly
around environmental disputes. On the whole, Vietnamese communities
appear just as mobilized and combative as their counterparts in neighbor-
ing democratic countries. However, as I have mentioned, civil society ac-
tions in Vietnam do not take the form of large-scale social movements or
political parties. Vietnamese communities mobilize and take actions, but
at a scale below the radar of most social movement analyses.

The research also shows that community actions are a necessary but not
sufficient condition for pollution reduction. In at least two of the cases
(and at different times within others), mobilized communities failed to
motivate firms to reduce their pollution. Again, it appears to be the com-
bination and interaction of community, state, and NGO dynamics that
leads to effective regulation.

In the cases examined here, however, community actions are often the
critical motivating force for the state to monitor firm performance, enforce
existing laws, and find new regulatory strategies to achieve environmental
goals. Community pressures around individual pollution problems ex-
panded dialogue between communities and the state, raising social con-
cerns about the costs of development and creating new pressures on firms
to prove they are providing more benefits than costs to a community. Com-
munity pressures helped overcome agency resistance to implement laws
that impact other state actors (such as the Ministry of Industry). Commu-
nity pressure also motivated inspectors to simply do their jobs.

At the same time, state actions also helped support community mobi-
lization. The passage of the Law on Environmental Protection and Decree
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26 on environmental fines legitimated community complaints regarding
pollution and demands for compensation, even while state agencies were
unable to enforce the details of these laws. The creation of the National
Environment Agency and the provincial Department of Science, Technol-
ogy, and Environment (DOSTEs) provided a target for community com-
plaints, even though these agencies initially could not carry out their own
mandates.

As the Dona Bochang case shows, community-driven processes can cre-
ate a kind of “virtuous circle” of environmental regulation. Community
demands on the state force environmental agencies to improve their in-
spection and enforcement capacities (in order to retain legitimacy). As in-
spections and enforcement increase, communities are buoyed by successes
to make greater demands on the state. In three of the cases, state agencies
played pivotal roles in supporting and legitimating community demands
for pollution reduction. In each of these cases, it was clear that successful
community action required identifying and focusing pressure on the right
actors within the state.

As Evans (1996) has argued, “linking mobilized citizens to public agen-
cies can enhance the efficacy of government,” resulting in a kind of “syn-
ergy” when “civic engagement strengthens state institutions and effective
state institutions create an environment in which civic engagement is more
likely to thrive.” The outlines of Community-Driven Regulation in Viet-
nam display this dynamic of mutually reinforcing interactions between
organized communities and state environmental agencies. The character-
istics of the individual actors in these processes are, of course, critical.

8.1.1 Communities
While there is no single type of community that succeeds at motivating en-
vironmental regulation, a number of features of effective communities
emerged from the research, including: cohesiveness within the community
(and its resulting ability to organize and mobilize); capacity, in the form of
strong leadership and problem-solving skills; and linkages, particularly
connections to local government authorities or NGOs and the media.
Community members’ understandings of ecological and health issues also
influence whether and how they mobilize. Essentially, successful cases in-
volved communities with strong internal social ties and strong external
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political ties that forcefully pressured a state agency over extended periods
to take action.

8.1.2 State Agencies
The effectiveness of state environmental agencies in enforcing laws was a
function of their internal characteristics—such as their own coherence
and competencies—and their connections to society at large. When these
agencies feel pressure to act, they can work to deliberate and negotiate
over environmental enforcement. Media reports and public letter writing
campaigns combine pressure from below, with pressure from the hierarchy
above, to squeeze environmental agencies into action. For this to work,
however, state agencies need a certain level of autonomy from industrial
actors, otherwise, economic interests take precedence over environmental
concerns. State agencies also need a certain level of “embeddedness” with
the communities affected by the pollution, creating a connection for com-
munities to communicate their complaints and demands.

8.1.3 Nonstate, Extralocal Actors
Nonstate and extralocal actors can also influence environmental regula-
tion, serving as a resource for organized communities. The most common
of these are the media and environmental non-governmental organiza-
tions. Despite a generally unsupportive environment for NGOs, the Nike
case demonstrates that extralocal NGOs can have significant impact. The
key to their impact is connectedness, or linkages, once again. NGOs can
be embedded not just in a set of provincial or national connections, but in
global networks which can provide extraordinary leverage on behalf of lo-
cal interests. To be most effective though, NGOs need credibility and the
ability to get information into the public sphere.

8.1.4 Firms
Ultimately it is firms themselves that make decisions about pollution re-
ductions. Having financial and technological capacity to reduce pollution
creates the possibility for firms to invest in technological changes. How-
ever, motivation is often more important than simple capacity. Linkages,
particularly in the form of social ties between a firm and the community,
as workers, customers, and neighbors, can be instrumental in motivating
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a firm to take action on pollution problems. In cases in which community
members can influence decisions that affect a firm, companies become
particularly responsive to local demands. Linkages to the state (through
ownership arrangements), on the other hand, can increase a firm’s ability
to resist community pressure. Finally, a firm’s market position and brand
reputation significantly influence how responsive it is to consumer and
public pressures.

8.2 Theoretical Implications

From the case studies, it is clear that environmental regulation is not
simply a function of state capacity, or of better functioning markets, or
even of the existence of “social capital” in a community. Rather, interac-
tions between state agencies, community members, and firms are critical
to the implementation of environmental regulation. It is this action be-
tween “zones of politics” as Andrew Szasz (1994) calls them, which most
significantly influence how environmental regulations play out on the
ground. Understanding these processes requires research that examines
and explains interactions across traditional fields of study.

Complex social and political processes underlie state and firm decisions
to control pollution. State agencies often face conflicts (within and between
agencies) around regulatory enforcement. Firms vary in their decision-
making processes and motivations. Communities mobilize for different
reasons and in different ways. And extralocal actors can play a wide vari-
ety of roles in environmental debates. Examining the interactions between
these actors, and in particular the processes which motivate the state to
take action to regulate firms is central to understanding industrial envi-
ronmental challenges in developing countries.

It may seem obvious to argue that environmental regulation is a com-
plex process, involving multiple actors with varied interests and capacities.
However, too little theory or empirical research in developing countries
has focused on these dynamics between actors in the regulatory process.
Environmental regulation is tied up in much more than just state environ-
mental policies. Competing interests within the state, between state agen-
cies, and then with external actors are critical to understanding how
regulation actually is implemented. The Community-Driven Regulation
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framework is one attempt to make account of these complex dynamics in-
fluencing regulation in a developing country.

In analyzing successes and failures of regulation, I have sought to un-
derstand why the state intervenes at all around pollution issues, when it
intervenes, and under what conditions this regulation is effective. My re-
search has also sought to address broader questions about state regulatory
processes and how environmental concerns may be advanced during de-
velopment and to look beyond traditional regulatory strategies to analyze
innovations from different sectors and to learn from successful processes
where they exist. By trying to understand what currently works, and why,
it may be possible to build on these successes and design future policies to
more effectively promote environmental protection.

The Community-Driven Regulation framework engages and hopefully
advances existing theories on environment–development challenges, by syn-
thesizing and building on theories regarding the interactions between state
agencies, communities, and firms around pollution issues. Community-
Driven Regulation is helpful in explaining when the state can be pressured
to intervene to protect the environment, and when and under what condi-
tions communities and workers can mobilize effectively to oppose de-
grading development.

Community-Driven Regulation also sheds light on how transnational
advocacy networks might play a more systematic role in improving indus-
trial practices. The Nike case hints at how a transnational coalition con-
necting workers in Vietnam, to activists in Washington, DC, to consumers
and concerned citizens around the world can advance strategies to “mon-
itor locally and mobilize extralocally” (Gould, Schaiberg, and Weinberg
1996). Many questions of course remain: on how these networks actually
work, how democratic or participatory they really are, and how they can
be most effective in changing global business practices.

In a number of regards, the CDR model challenges traditional notions
of state-centric environmental regulation. The empirical cases and the con-
clusions drawn from them engage debates about altering the role of the
state to more effectively foster and facilitate effective environmental pro-
tection, and in particular to strengthen the role of public participation in
environmental protection. These cases show that one key to advancing en-
vironmental protection (particularly in countries with weak state agencies
and strong development agendas) often lies in dynamics outside the state,

238 Chapter 8



but that ultimately must influence the state. Community dynamics can
help to motivate, supplement, and innovate regulatory practice.

8.3 Relevance to Other Countries

The lessons of Community-Driven Regulation are relevant beyond Viet-
nam’s borders. The Nike case is the most obvious example. Vietnam is one
among many countries working to attract multinational firms such as Nike,
and at the same time to regulate them. The Nike case shows an interesting
process—clearly still emerging—for regulating a global firm. But the
other cases in Vietnam also speak to these broader issues. Each of the firms
studied plays an important role in Vietnam’s efforts to industrialize as the
country integrates into the world economy. The challenges Vietnam faces
in balancing development and environmental concerns are similar in many
ways to those faced by its contemporaries in Asia, the Americas, and Africa.

And these are not just challenges for developing countries. Governments
in both developing and developed countries increasingly face barriers to
enforcement of even the most minimal environmental regulations. Pres-
sures of globalization and fears of capital flight force governments to walk
a fine line between economic development and damage control on environ-
mental degradation—degradation that may, in fact, be undermining long-
term development potentials.

Even advanced industrialized countries such as the United States face
these challenges. In 2001, the United States entered an economic down-
turn. Political leaders responded immediately with promises to protect the
economy and to reduce overregulation. As President Bush explained after
announcing a series of measures to roll back environmental regulations on
industry, “We will not do anything that harms our economy. Because, first
things first, are the people who live in America. That’s my priority. And
I’m worried about the economy” (Gerstenzang 2001). Trade-offs between
economic development and the environment are certainly not diminishing
in national politics. And current state-centric command-and-control reg-
ulation continues to come under attack from industry.

Community-Driven Regulation offers one strategy for addressing this
impasse. CDR points the way towards new systems of community partic-
ipation in monitoring, enforcement, and decision making on enviromental
and health problems, where communities, including workers, neighbors,
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and concerned stakeholders, participate more fully in regulatory
decisions. These processes can help move politics beyond current environ-
ment versus development debates, to local solutions to difficult problems.

A growing movement around the world—among both governments and
civil society organizations—seeks to promote deeper public involvement
in environmental regulation. Take, for instance, the case of “bucket bri-
gades” in the United States. This simple tool—literally a five gallon bucket
with a pump and sealed sterile bag inside—is being used by predominantly
poor and people of color communities living near polluting industries to
sample air quality and industrial emissions when accidental releases, leaks,
fires, or explosions occur. These community samples are then sent to lab-
oratories for analysis. For the first time, community members have access
to near-real-time data on the chemicals companies have been releasing into
their neighborhoods. This simple process has significantly changed the
terms of public debates about pollution and regulation in the communities
in which they have been deployed. Bucket brigades have motivated local
regulatory agencies to do their own sampling and monitoring. And they
have gotten firms to come to the table to negotiate with communities over
pollution control and prevention plans (O’Rourke and Macey 2003).

The “environmental justice” movement in the United States has also
led a number of innovative initiatives that have placed community-
involvement at the center of regulatory strategies. Community groups have
analyzed past regulatory practices (and the unequal enforcement of envi-
ronmental laws) and pressured state and national officials to increase
enforcement in poor communities. They have used existing environmental
data to pressure both government and firms directly, employing advanced
information systems such as the Toxics Release Inventory (TRI) and Geo-
graphic Information Systems (GIS) to analyze pollution data and educate
community members about environmental conditions (Fung and O’Rourke
2000). Environmental groups have then taken raw data and repackaged it
for public consumption, creating “Dirty Dozen” lists of the worst pol-
luters in a county or state, benchmarking the best and worst firms, and
printing maps of pollution hot-spots and cumulative exposures of differ-
ent communities.

These efforts have made clear that “compliance” with specific standards
or regulations is not the issue. Communities are concerned about their
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overall well-being and risks to the environment and their children’s health.
They have thus used community-driven processes to pressure for new laws
and new investments by industry to prevent pollution and to reduce toxics
used in production. Trends in community-driven processes are similarly
interesting in developing countries.

The World Bank has conducted a number of studies of pollution control
in China, Indonesia, Mexico, and other developing countries, and found
results that corroborate the findings of Community-Driven Regula-
tion in Vietnam. Pargal, Hettige, Singh, and Wheeler (1997) show that
community-based “informal regulation” takes many forms, including de-
mands for compensation, social ostracism of firm employees, threats of
protests and physical violence, boycotts, and monitoring and publicizing
a firm’s pollution. Around the world, communities now often report pol-
lution incidents to regulators and pressure for stricter government moni-
toring and enforcement.

In China, for example, community awareness and protests regarding
pollution have increased significantly during the 1990s. Community mem-
bers now file literally hundreds of thousands of complaint letters to gov-
ernment officials each year. Informal community pressures were found by
World Bank researchers to increase the frequency of government inspec-
tions (Dasgupta, Laplante, Maminga, and Wang 2000), to increase the ef-
fective rate of pollution charges (Wang and Wheeler 1999), to be “at least
as strong as formal regulation” in influencing firms to reduce pollution,
and most importantly, to lead to pollution reductions throughout the
country (Dasgupta and Wheeler 1996, Wang 2000).

8.4 Limitations of Community-Driven Regulation

As noted, three of the cases from Vietnam show that Community-Driven
Regulation can work. However, each of the cases also illustrates a variety
of factors that can stand in the way of effective environmental regulation.
Divisions within a community, poor organizing, and the inability to find
leverage over a recalcitrant state agency, undercut possibilities for achiev-
ing environmental protection. Clearly communities can be arenas of con-
flict as well as sites of mobilization. Savvy firms and government agencies
can capitalize on these divisions.
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Even when communities organize successfully, their capacity can limit
what they demand and achieve. With little data or training, community
members often end up only complaining about pollution problems that
they can see, smell, or feel. This results in a focus on localized, short-term,
acute impacts of pollution—which nonetheless accounts for a significant
percentage of industrial pollution in Vietnam at present. However, this fo-
cus severely limits the range of environmental issues that become priorities
for state action. With no knowledge of technical alternatives, communi-
ties tend also to push for pollution control rather than prevention, simply
because their main goal is to stop local emissions.

Despite positive examples, state agencies also regularly attempt to block
community action. Protests in Vietnam are often suppressed. The range of
community action is thus circumscribed by state decrees. Vague legal
rights create barriers for communities to complain, seek compensation,
and demand action against a firm. State agencies also sometimes intervene
on behalf of a factory, particularly when the factory in question is a state-
owned enterprise or joint venture.

Another potential problem with Community-Driven Regulation is that
stronger communities may motivate factories to move to areas with
weaker, less organized communities. Or they may scare off dirty factories
from siting in their area, again shifting the burden of the most polluting fa-
cilities to poorly organized communities. This has clear equity implica-
tions if community-driven processes actually increase pollution levels in
certain areas. It would certainly be a Pyrrhic victory if community mobi-
lizations served to create a few clean factories, while other communities
remained polluted.

The limits of community capacity and the potential inequities of a sys-
tem driven purely by community pressures underscores the importance of
strengthening the capacity and roles of state programs, laws, and national
standards. At present, environmental agencies at all levels in Vietnam are
weak. Strengthening basic environmental procedures at the national level,
such as ambient environmental monitoring, collection of industrial emis-
sions data, and state-sponsored research on environmental priorities, thus
remains extremely important. More fundamental however, is to strengthen
the political position of environmental agencies within the state. One of
the optimistic outcomes of community-driven processes is that commu-
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nity actions can actually help state environmental agencies build their ca-
pacities and political strength.

8.5 Supporting Community-Driven Regulation through Policy
Initiatives

Although only in an embryonic phase, Community-Driven Regulation al-
ready shows potential to significantly improve environmental regulation
in Vietnam. Existing community driven processes are helping to overcome
impediments to environmental regulation, to set environmental priorities,
increase monitoring, and gradually build state capacity. However, these
dynamics have not, to date, been institutionalized in Vietnamese laws or
regulations. Policies and programs that formalize mechanisms of commu-
nity input, create greater legitimacy for community demands, educate cit-
izens about their rights, and support local monitoring efforts, would move
Community-Driven Regulation forward. These policies would also help
address the larger challenge of balancing industrial development with
environmental concerns. In the best case, this would involve developing
programs that would be triply endorsed by communities, firms, and state
actors. “Alarm” systems could be improved, as could state capacities for
responding, and incentives could be developed to support factory im-
provements in environmental performance.

Many would argue that a strong central state is a critical first step to-
wards environmental protections. However, in a context with weak state
enforcement and relatively strong community action—which exists not
only Vietnam, but in many developing countries—Community-Driven
Regulation makes sense as a strategy for strengthening environmental pro-
tections. It is clearly not possible to create a U.S.-style Environmental Pro-
tection Agency in Vietnam overnight. Nor, would I argue, is it advisable.
It makes more sense for countries to build on existing processes and en-
dowments that are proven to support environmental regulation. Existing
resources and community energies should serve as a basis of initiatives for
environmental protection.

It is also logical to build on the varied capacities of different actors
in pollution debates. State agencies in Vietnam have many weaknesses,
but they can play important roles—such as gathering information and
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facilitating community-firm dialogues. Communities can also play pivotal
roles—such as monitoring firm performance and environmental and
health impacts. By combining the functions and strengths of different ac-
tors, it may be possible to more effectively “coproduce” environmental
protections.

Intentional policies are needed to strengthen community participation
and to increase state–society synergy to improve environmental regula-
tion. CDR must progress from community complaints about existing
pollution, to community participation in the decisions which ultimately
influence environmental quality. Policies and programs need to be ad-
vanced that bring all four sets of actors—government agencies, commu-
nity members, firms, and nonstate actors—into regulatory processes.

In the long-term, one would hope that policies and programs could do
more than just support pollution reductions at individual factories. Poli-
cies should seek to promote broader efforts to balance economic devel-
opment with environmental protection. This lofty goal, I believe, should
focus on developing mutually reinforcing programs that help build state
agency capacity, public awareness and involvement, and create incentives
for firms to innovate and improve environmental performance. These
goals would be supported by strengthening formal rights to public par-
ticipation, providing supportive mechanisms for public participation in
monitoring, evaluation, and enforcement, increasing access to environ-
mental information, increasing transparency in regulation and enforce-
ment, building state regulatory capacities, and learning from innovations
on the ground.

As mentioned though, it is still critical to protect weaker and overbur-
dened communities. Laws can be developed that protect against environ-
mental “injustices” of disproportionate environmental burdens on certain
communities. Governments can also improve their abilities to evaluate cu-
mulative exposures of communities to pollutants and to protect against
toxic hot-spots developing in industrial areas.

And there is a need to advance broader industrial policies to control fu-
ture development patterns of industry. Policies could be used to move firms
into planned industrial zones where they are easier and less expensive to
regulate. Policies could then be developed to create incentives for com-
bined treatment and control technologies, and to motivate innovations in
production technologies and management strategies.
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Obviously, this is no easy task. But with creative policies and planning,
I believe it is possible to build on existing dynamics towards more effective
systems of environmental protection.

International donors and multilateral banks can play an important role
in supporting Community-Driven Regulation. Overseas Development As-
sistance (ODA) projects often have the leverage to motivate greater public
access to information and to strengthen public awareness of the trade-offs
between economic development and environmental protection. Donors
should use this leverage to strengthen public roles in environmental regu-
lation. For example, multilateral development banks could require that the
Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) of projects they fund be trans-
lated into Vietnamese and made public, and more importantly, that com-
munities be allowed to participate meaningfully in EIA decision making.

Aid agencies can also help support local experimentation and innova-
tion on environmental regulation. No single agency or donor has the one
right answer for advancing sustainable development. There is an impor-
tant role for ODA to play in funding projects that nurture new initiatives
and grassroots driven processes. There is also a need for developing pro-
cedures whereby projects can flexibly be amended as implementers hit
roadblocks or find new strategies. Mechanisms for real reflection and in-
novative responses, a kind of adaptive management for regulatory pro-
cesses should be encouraged.

Finally, there is a need to build checks and balances into all levels of reg-
ulation in order to block corruption and economic biases. Even the best
laid plans for community-driven programs can be blocked by petty cor-
ruption. Public transparency is a key to reducing this bias. Ultimately,
Community-Driven Regulation is about public participation and over-
sight in state regulation, which can lead to both greater accountability and
effectiveness of state actions.

8.6 Detailed Policy Recommendations

There is limited direct experience with CDR-like processes around the
world, but I believe there is significant potential for advancing the under-
lying mechanisms of community-driven processes through intentional pol-
icy. Through work on several United Nations development projects (two
sponsored by the United Nations Industrial Development Organization
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and one sponsored by the United Nations Development Program and the
World Conservation Union) and a recent project with the National Envi-
ronment Agency (sponsored by the World Bank), I have worked on devel-
opment projects that build on existing community-driven processes. Based
on these experiences, I believe that targeted policies and programs can
support CDR’s underlying dynamics.

The key policies that can support community-driven processes and
broader regulatory reforms, include:

Mechanisms for Community Input: Strengthening the role of the public
in environmental protection by formalizing mechanisms of community in-
put into environmental decision-making and creating greater legitimacy
for community complaints. Programs should focus on educating citizens
about their rights and creating procedures for community members to play
a constructive role in local environmental protection.

Community Monitoring: Community and worker monitoring programs
should be recognized and supported through technical assistance that
helps community members document environmental and health problems
they experience. A program of community bucket brigades, which lets
community members collect samples when they believe conditions are the
worst (such as when accidents occur) should be established in industrial
areas of Vietnam.

Increasing Capacity of State Regulatory Agencies: The DOSTEs are the
key agencies for implementation of environmental policies in Vietnam.
And while DOSTE capacities for monitoring and enforcement have been
improved over the last several years, further strengthening is needed. There
is also a need for better coordination between DOSTE inspection divisions
and environmental management divisions. DOSTEs also need to strengthen
their capacities to effectively assign and collect fines and compensations.
Mechanisms to increase accountability and reduce the potential for cor-
ruption will need to be developed to increase the credibility of the fine
system.

Firm Incentives: Firms should be offered training and technical assis-
tance on pollution prevention and cleaner production strategies. Technical
assistance programs such as the Vietnam Cleaner Production Center should
be expanded. Workshops on waste audit procedures and cost-benefit anal-
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ysis should be continued. At the same time, charges and fines should be
increased and more vigorously applied to motivate pollution prevention.

Community Compensation: Compensation procedures should be
strengthened so that community members can demand and receive com-
pensation equivalent to the full damages of pollution impacts. Ultimately
this should include the creation of liability laws that establish the right to
sue companies and government agencies for environmental malfeasance.
This would promote the polluter-pays principle. This might also involve
programs for pro bono legal assistance to communities.

Strengthening the Role of NGOs: Formal legal procedures and the rights
and roles of domestic and international NGOs need to be clarified and
more broadly accepted by the government.

8.7 Advancing Environmental Regulation through Public Information

One clear conclusion from this research is how important information is
to pollution debates. Access to information is critical for government offi-
cials, factory managers, NGOs, and community members. Good environ-
mental information can support dialogue, transparency, accountability,
benchmarking of firms, and public trust in decisions. With access to accu-
rate and understandable environmental information and some capacity
building, community members can support a wide range of incentives for
pollution reduction. Better educated communities can more effectively
evaluate pollution problems and then take constructive steps to pressure
firms to reduce pollution. Experiences from other countries, such as the
PROPER pollution rating program in Indonesia (Afsah, Laplante, and
Wheeler 1995), and the Toxics Release Inventory in the United States
(Fung and O’Rourke 2000), show the promise of programs that use envi-
ronmental information as a tool to achieve pollution reductions.

The example of Indonesia is particularly relevant to Vietnam and other
developing countries. Recognizing the many barriers and limitations to
enforcing its own environmental laws, the Indonesian Environmental
Agency (BAPEDEL) decided in 1995 to create a simple pollution disclo-
sure system called PROPER. The idea of PROPER was to “create incen-
tives for compliance through honor and shame” (Afsah and Ratunanda
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1999) by publicly rating the environmental performance of factories.
PROPER assigns a color-coded rating—black, red, blue, green, and gold
(in order from worst to best)—to factories based on their compliance with
environmental standards. Ratings are based on monthly emissions reports
filed by firms and corroborated through spot checks by the environmental
agency.

This simple, fairly inexpensive program has resulted in significant re-
ductions in pollution since its inception. All of the “black” rated firms im-
proved to red or blue between 1995 and 1997, 46 percent of the red firms
improved to blue, and 11 percent of the blue improved to green (Afsah et
al. 2000). Factory managers have reported that bad PROPER ratings
increased pressure from communities, NGOs and the media, a major
motivation for improving environmental performance. Information from
PROPER ratings also helped managers make better decisions about pol-
lution reduction as the ratings served as an environmental audit of the fac-
tory. The PROPER rating system has also helped to strengthen BAPEDEL,
as the agency had to improve the technical capacity and public accounta-
bility of its monitoring.

Similar programs supporting public information and new forms of
public pressure on firms are being developed in the Philippines, China,
Mexico, India, Colombia, Bangladesh, Australia, Mexico, Canada, Den-
mark, Czech Republic, and Thailand. Public rating programs and “pol-
lutant release and transfer registries” (PRTR) provide information to
communities on what they are being exposed to, and create means to use
this information to pressure firms and government agencies.

The experience of publishing a “Black Book” of polluting enterprises in
Ho Chi Minh City—essentially a list of the worst firms—shows that public
disclosure can work in Vietnam as well. This information increased the en-
vironmental awareness of the community, created pressures on factories to
improve their environmental performance, and provided political support
to environmental authorities to force enterprises to comply with environ-
mental standards.

The National Environment Agency in Vietnam is beginning to move to-
wards these kinds of public-information strategies. The NEA (with the
support of the World Bank) is currently initiating a pilot project in Hanoi
that will rate pollution levels of industrial facilities. This program will de-
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velop a simplified process for monitoring, evaluating, classifying, and then
rating industrial wastewater from major factories in metropolitan Hanoi.
Factories will receive a color-coded rating similar to the Indonesian pro-
gram that will then be made public. Firms may be given the chance to im-
prove their performance before the rating is made public.

This pollution rating system will likely help promote community-driven
processes, and more broadly advance incentives for pollution reduction in
Vietnam. If it works, the system will identify the worst polluters in Hanoi,
help establish priorities for action, and raise community and firm aware-
ness about pollution problems. Firms will hopefully be motivated to clean
up their performance and to do their own monitoring to show they are in
compliance. The ratings may also support other social and market pres-
sures on firms. For instance, in the future, consumers in Vietnam may be-
come more environmentally aware, and would be interested to know the
ratings of the companies from which they buy products. Also, if firms want
to export their products to markets with environmentally aware con-
sumers (such as Europe, Japan, and the United States), the ratings would
motivate improved performance. The rating system will also support ex-
isting regulatory efforts by generating information for inspectors. The
data that goes into determining ratings will support conventional regula-
tory efforts by identifying the worst polluters in a region, and providing a
system for prioritizing regulatory action. The list of “black” firms for in-
stance, could serve as a starting point for inspections.

For these programs to be effective in Vietnam, however, a number of
basic policies will need to be developed. The government would need to
commit to the public’s “right to know” about environmental problems, es-
tablish clear procedures for making this information public, and develop
procedures for public input into government and firm decision-making.

8.8 Concluding Thoughts

While former state-socialist countries have often been characterized as rife
with environmental problems, the challenge for Vietnam is not just to
shake off this past, but rather to learn from, and build on, the strengths of
its history. If Vietnam can strengthen local autonomy and government re-
sponsiveness to environmental and social problems, and at the same time
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support the existing energies of local community members, the country
may yet be able to chart a less destructive path towards industrialization.

The key for Vietnam, as for other countries, is to learn from existing
processes which are already working to achieve environmental protections
within a challenging context. Understanding what works, when, and how
is an important first step to building improved processes. Of course, it is
also critical to learn from failures of environmental protection and to un-
derstand the barriers and impediments to regulation. Based on rigorous
analysis, Vietnamese policy-makers and foreign advisors could begin to
extend the successes of Community-Driven Regulation through inten-
tional policy design, planning procedures, technical assistance, and com-
munity organizing.

Perhaps above all else, the findings of this research show that commu-
nity participation can support multiple mechanisms for environmental
protection. Community members can play surprisingly intelligent and
powerful roles in gathering, analyzing, and deploying information, and
then influence decisions which cause environmental harms. Community
actions can strengthen existing command-and-control programs, motivate
different state roles, promote new forms of pressures through “reputa-
tional incentives,” support negotiations between firms and communities,
and generally make communities more active participants in development
decisions and regulations.

But as I have also tried to make clear, because Community-Driven Reg-
ulation has a number of weaknesses, baseline standards, monitoring, and
reporting are still critical and must be strengthened. In my view, command-
and-control strategies are necessary but rarely sufficient in countries like
Vietnam. So while the government needs to strengthen its capacity in these
areas, it also needs to focus more attention on promoting preventative
and participatory strategies in industrial environmental issues. The Vietna-
mese government can significantly strengthen community participation and
transparency in decision making. Development processes that are more
open will ultimately also be more credible and publicly acceptable.

The challenges of regulating industry in the global economy can hardly
be overstated. But with the energies and commitments of communities,
NGOs, the media, and committed government officials, there are effec-
tive ways to strengthen the hand of regulation against polluting firms.

250 Chapter 8



Communities can monitor locally and mobilize extralocally, and they can
motivate media and NGO scrutiny to magnify public pressures. If coordi-
nated, these actors can help block degrading development while simulta-
neously helping to chart a course towards more ecologically sustainable
development.

There are, of course, many remaining questions and room for further
exploration and analysis of these issues. However, existing cases point to
important innovations in Vietnam that represent something both new and
exciting for future efforts to regulate industrial activities. My hope is that
by analyzing when and how these processes of Community-Driven Regu-
lation are effective, it may be possible to advance theories—and ultimately
policies—to support more cologically sound and socially just develop-
ment internationally.
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National Assembly Socialist Republic of Vietnam
Independence-Freedom-Happiness
Hanoi, 27 December 1993

The environment is of special importance to the life of humans and other living
creatures as well as to the economic, cultural and social development of the coun-
try, the nation, and mankind as a whole.

In order to raise the effectiveness of state management and the responsibilities
of the administration at all levels, of state agencies, economic and social organisa-
tions, units of the People’s Armed Forces and all individuals with respect to envi-
ronmental protection with a view to protecting the health of the people, ensuring
the right of everyone to live in a healthy environment and serving the cause of sus-
tainable development of the country, thus contributing to the protection of re-
gional and global environment;

Pursuant to Article 29 and Article 84 of the 1992 Constitution of the Socialist
Republic of Vietnam;

This law provides for the protection of the environment.

Chapter I
General Provisions

Article 1
The environment comprises closely inter-related natural factors and man-made
material factors that surround human beings and affect life, production, the exis-
tence and development of man and nature.

Environmental protection as stipulated in this law includes activities aimed at
preserving a healthy, clean and beautiful environment, improving the environment,
ensuring ecological balance, preventing and overcoming adverse impacts of man
and nature on the environment, making a rational and economical exploitation
and utilisation of natural resources.
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Article 2
In this law the below-cited terms shall have the following meanings:

1. Components of the environment mean factors that constitute the environ-
ment: air, water, soil, sound, light, the earth’s interior, mountains, forests, rivers,
lakes, sea, living organisms, ecosystems, population areas, production centres, na-
ture reserves, natural landscapes, famed beauty spots, historical vestiges and other
physical forms.
2. Wastes mean substances discharged from daily life, production processes or
other activities. Wastes may take a solid, gaseous, liquid or other forms.
3. Pollutants mean factors that render the environment noxious.
4. Environmental pollution means alternation in the properties of the environ-
ment, violating environmental standards.
5. Environmental degradation means qualitative and quantitative alteration in
the components of the environment, adversely affecting man’s life and nature.
6. Environmental incidents mean events or mishaps occurring in the process of
human activities, or abnormal changes of nature causing serious environmental
degradation. Environmental incidents may be caused by:
a. Storms, floods, droughts, earth cracks, earthquakes, landslides, ground sub-
sidence, volcanic eruptions, acid rain, hails, climatic changes and other natural
calamities;
b. Fires, forest fires, technical failures at production or business establishments or
in economic, scientific, technical, cultural, social, security or defence facilities,
causing damage to the environment;
c. Accidents in the prospection, exploration, exploitation or transportation of
minerals or oil and gas, pit collapse, oil spouts and spills, pipeline breaks, ship-
wrecks, accidents at oil refineries and other industrial establishments;
d. Accidents in nuclear reactors, atomic power plants, nuclear fuel producing or
re-processing plants or radioactive material storages.
7. Environmental standards mean norms and permissible limits set forth to serve
as a basis for the management of the environment.
8. Clean technology means a technological process or technical solution either
causing no environmental pollution or generating pollutants at the lowest level.
9. Ecosystem means a system of groups of living organisms existing and devel-
oping together in a given environment, interacting with one another and with that
environment.
10. Biodiversity means the abundance in gene pools, species and varieties of liv-
ing organisms and ecosystems in nature.
11. Environmental impact assessment (E.I.A.) means the process of analysing,
evaluating and forecasting the effects on the environment by socio-economic de-
velopment projects and plans, by production and business establishments, and
economic, scientific, technical, medical, cultural, social, security, defence or other
facilities, and proposing appropriate solutions to protect the environment.
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Article 3
The State shall exercise unified management of environmental protection through-
out the country, draw up plans for environmental protection, build up capabilities
for environmental protection activities at the central and local levels.

The State shall adopt investment policies to encourage organisations and indi-
viduals at home and abroad to invest under different forms in, and apply scientific
and technological advances to, environmental protection, and protect their lawful
interests therein.

Article 4
The State shall be responsible for organising the implementation of education,
training, scientific and technological research activities and the dissemination of
scientific and legal knowledge on environmental protection.

Organizations and individuals shall be liable for participating in the activities
mentioned in this Article.

Article 5
The State shall protect national interests with regard to natural resources and the
environment.

The State of Vietnam shall broaden cooperative relations with other countries in
the world, with foreign organisations and individuals in the field of environmental
protection.

Article 6
Environmental protection is the common cause of the entire population.

All organisations and individuals shall have the responsibility to protect the en-
vironment, observe the environmental protection legislation, have the right and ob-
ligation to detect and denounce any act in breach of the environmental protection
legislation.

All foreign organisations and individuals operating on Vietnamese territory
shall abide by Vietnam’s environmental protection legislation.

Article 7
Organisations and individuals making use of components of the environment for
production or business purposes shall, if necessary, contribute financially to envi-
ronmental protection.

The Government shall regulate the circumstances, levels and modalities for the
financial contribution mentioned in this Article.

Any organisation or individual whose activities cause damage to the environ-
ment shall make compensation therefore according to regulations by the law.
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Article 8
The National Assembly, the People’s Councils, the Vietnam Fatherland Front and
its member organisations, within the scope of their tasks and powers, shall be re-
sponsible for the control and supervision of the implementation of the environ-
mental protection legislation.

The Government and the People’s Committees at all levels shall be responsible
for organising the implementation of the environmental protection legislation.

Article 9
All acts causing environmental degradation, environmental pollution or environ-
mental incidents, are strictly prohibited.

Chapter II
Prevention and Combat against Environmental Degradation
Environmental Pollution and Environmental Incidents

Article 10
The State offices, within the scope of their functions and tasks, shall be responsible
for organising the investigation, study and evaluation of the existing conditions of
the environment, periodically reporting to the National Assembly on the current
status of the environment; for identifying areas of environmental pollution and no-
tifying the public thereof and for drawing up plans for the prevention and combat
against environmental degradation, environmental pollution and environmental
incidents. Organisations and individuals shall have the responsibility to engage in
the prevention and combat against environmental degradation, environmental pol-
lution and environmental incidents.

Article 11
The State encourages, and shall create favourable conditions for all organisations
and individuals in the rational use and exploitation of components of the envi-
ronment, the application of advanced technology and clean technology, the ex-
haustive use of wastes, the economical use of raw materials and the utilization of
renewable energy and biological products in scientific research, production and
consumption.

Article 12
Organisations and individuals shall have the responsibility to protect all varieties
and species of wild plants and animals, maintain biodiversity and protect forests,
seas and all ecosystems.

The exploitation of biological resources must observe their prescribed seasonal
characteristics and areas, using proper methods and permitted tools and means in
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order to ensure their restoration in terms of density, varieties and species, thus pre-
venting ecological imbalance.

The exploitation of forests must comply strictly with plans and specific stipula-
tions of the Law on Forest Protection and Development. The State shall adopt
plans to involve organisations and individuals in afforestation and greening of
waste lands and denuded hills and mountains to quickly expand the forest cover
and protect catchment regions of watercourses.

Article 13
The use and exploitation of nature reserves and natural landscapes must be sub-
ject to permission by the sectoral management authority concerned and the State
management agency for environmental protection and must be registered with the
local People’s Committees entrusted with the administrative management of these
conservation sites.

Article 14
The exploitation of agricultural land, forest land, and land for aquaculture must
comply with land use plans, land improvement plans and ensure ecological bal-
ance. The use of chemicals, chemical fertilisers, pesticides and other biological
products must comply with stipulations by law.

In carrying out production and business activities or construction works, mea-
sures must be taken to restrict, prevent and combat soil erosion, land subsidence,
landslide, soil salination or sulphatation, uncontrolled desalination, laterisation
and desertification of land, or its transformation into swamps.

Article 15
Organisations and individuals must protect water sources, water supply and drain-
age systems, vegetation, sanitation facilities, and observe the regulations on public
hygiene in cities, urban areas, countryside, population centres, tourism centres and
production areas.

Article 16
In carrying out production, business and other activities, all organisations and in-
dividuals must implement measures for environmental sanitation and have appro-
priate waste treatment equipment to ensure compliance with environmental
standards and to prevent and combat environmental degradation environmental
pollution and environmental incidents.

The Government shall stipulate the nomenclature environmental standards and
delegate the authority at different levels for promulgating and supervising the im-
plementation of such standards.
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Article 17
Organisations and individuals in charge of the management of economic, scien-
tific, technical, health, cultural, social, security and defence establishments that
have begun operation prior to the promulgation of this law must submit an E.I.A.
report on their respective establishments for appraisal by the State management
agency for environmental protection.

In case of failure to meet environmental standards, the organisations or individ-
uals concerned must take remedial measures within a given period of time as stip-
ulated by the State management agency for environmental protection. Upon expiry
of the stipulated time limit, if they still. fail to meet the requirements of the State
management agency for environmental protection, the latter shall report to the
higher State authority at the next level to consider and decide on the suspension of
operation or other penalizing measures.

Article 18
Organisations, individuals when constructing, renovating production areas, pop-
ulation centres or economic, scientific, technical, health, cultural, social, security
and defence facilities; owners of foreign investment or joint venture projects, and
owners of other socio-economic development projects, must submit E.I.A. re-
ports—to the State management agency for environmental protection for appraisal.

The result of the appraisal of E.I.A. reports shall constitute one of the bases for
competent authorities to approve the projects or authorize their implementation.
The Government shall stipulate in detail the formats for the preparation and ap-
praisal of E.I.A. reports and shall issue specific regulations with regard to special
security and defence establishments mentioned in Article 17 and in this article.

The National Assembly shall consider and make decision on projects with ma-
jor environmental impacts. A schedule of such types of projects shall be deter-
mined by the Standing Committee of the National Assembly.

Article 19
The importation and exportation of technologies, machinery, equipment, biologi-
cal or chemical products, toxic substances, radioactive materials, various species
of animals, plants, gene sources and microorganisms relating to the protection of
the environment must be subject to approval by the sectoral management agency
concerned and the State management agency for environmental protection.

The Government shall stipulate a schedule for each domain and each category
referred to in this Article.

Article 20
While searching, exploring, exploiting, transporting, processing, storing minerals
and mineral products, including underground water, organisations and individu-
als must apply appropriate technology and implement environmental protection
measures to ensure that environmental standards are met.
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Article 21
While searching exploring, exploiting, transporting, processing, storing oil and-
gas, organisations and individuals must apply appropriate technology, implement
environmental protection measures, develop preventive plans against oil leakage,
oil spills, oil fires and explosions, and disposal facilities necessary to respond rap-
idly to those incidents.

The use of toxic chemicals in the process of searching, exploration, exploitation,
and processing of oil and gas must be guaranteed by technical certificates and be
subject to the control and supervision by the State management agency for envi-
ronmental protection.

Article 22
Organisations, individuals operating means of water, air, road and rail transports
must observe environmental standards and be subject to the supervision and peri-
odic inspection for compliance with environmental standards by the relevant sec-
toral management agency and the State management agency for environmental
protection. The operation of transport means failing to meet stipulated environ-
mental standards shall not be permitted.

Article 23
Organisations, individuals producing, transporting, trading, using, storing or dis-
posing of toxic substances, inflammable or explosive substances, must comply
with regulations on safety for human and other living beings and must avoid caus-
ing environmental degradation, pollution or incidents.

The Government shall stipulate a list of toxic, inflammable or explosive sub-
stances mentioned in this Article.

Article 24
The siting, design, construction and operation of plants in the nuclear industry, 
of nuclear reactors, facilities for nuclear research, for the production, transpor-
tation, utilisation and storage of radioactive material, for the disposal of radioac-
tive wastes must comply with legal provisions on nuclear safety and radiation
safety and with regulations by the State management agency for environmental
protection.

Article 25
Organisations, individuals making use of machinery, equipment, materials with
harmful electro-magnetic radiation or ionising radiation must comply with legal
provisions on radiation safety and must carry out regular checks and environmen-
tal impact assessments of their facilities and report periodically to the State man-
agement agency for environmental protection.
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Article 26
The choice of sites for collecting, dumping and treating refuse or pollutants and
their transportation must comply with regulations by the State management
agency for environmental protection and by the local authorities concerned.

Wastewater, refuse containing toxic substances, pathogenetic agents, inflamma-
ble or explosive substances, non-degradable wastes, must be properly treated be-
fore discharge. The State management agency for environmental protection shall
stipulate a schedule of wastewater and refuse mentioned in this Article and super-
vise their treatment process before discharge.

Article 27
The burial, lying in state, embalmment, interring, cremation and transport of
corpses or remains of the dead must utilise progressive methods and means and
comply with provisions of the Law on Protection of Public Health to ensure envi-
ronmental hygiene.

The Administration at all levels must plan for burial, cremation sites and guide
people to gradually abandon backward practices.

Cemeteries, crematoria must be located far away from population areas and
sources of water.

Article 28
Organisations, individuals in the course of their activities must not cause noises or
vibrations that exceed permissible limits, harming the health of surrounding
people and adversely affecting their life.

The People’s Committees at all levels shall be responsible for the implementa-
tion of noise control measures in areas of hospitals, schools, public offices, and res-
idential quarters.

The Government shall promulgate regulations to restrict, and to proceed to-
wards the strict prohibition of the production and firing of firecrackers.

Article 29
The following activities are strictly prohibited:

1. Burning and destruction of forests, uncontrolled exploitation of minerals lead-
ing to environmental damage, destroying ecological balance;
2. Discharge of smoke, dust, noxious gas, bad odours causing harm to the atmos-
phere; emission of radiation, radioactivity exceeding permissible limits into the
surrounding environment;
3. Discharge of grease or oil, toxic chemicals, radioactive substances exceeding
permissible limits, wastes, dead animals or plants, harmful and infective bacteria
and viruses into water sources;
4. Burial, discharge of toxic substances exceeding permissible limits into the soil;
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5. Exploitation, trading in precious or rare species of plants and animals identi-
fied in the schedule stipulated by the Government;
6. Importation of technology and equipment not meeting environmental stan-
dards; importation, exportation of wastes;
7. Use of methods, means, instruments causing massive destruction in exploiting
or harvesting animal and plant resources.

Chapter III
Remedy of Environmental Degradation, Environmental Pollution,
Environmental Incidents

Article 30
Organisations, individuals engaged in production, business and other activities
that cause environmental degradation, environmental pollution, or environmental
incidents must implement remedial measures as specified by the local People’s
Committees and by the State management agency for environmental protection,
and shall be liable for damages according to regulations by the law.

Article 31
Organisations, individuals allowing radioactivity, electro-magnetic radiation,
ionising radiation to exceed permissible limits must take immediate measures to
control and remedy the consequences, timely report to the relevant sectoral man-
agement agency and to the State management agency for environmental protec-
tion, as well as to the local People’s Committee to resolve the problem.

Article 32
The remedy of an environmental incident includes: eliminating the cause of the in-
cident; rescuing people and property; assisting, stabilising the life of the people;
repairing damaged facilities; restoring production; sanitising the environment,
preventing and combating epidemics; investigating, collecting statistics on dam-
ages, monitoring changes to the environment; and rehabilitating the environment
of the affected area.

Article 33
Persons who detect signs of an environmental incident must immediately notify the
local People’s Committee, the nearest agency or organisation for timely action:

Organisations, individuals at the site of the environmental incident must take ap-
propriate measures to timely remedy it and immediately report to the superior
administrative authority, the nearest People’s Committee and the State manage-
ment agency for environmental protection.
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Article 34
The chairman of the People’s Committee of the locality where the environmental
incident occurs is empowered to order an emergency mobilization of manpower,
materials and other means for remedial actions.

If the environmental incident occurs in an area covering several localities, the
Chairmen of the respective local People’s Committees shall cooperate to take re-
medial actions.

In case the incident is beyond local remedy capability, the Minister of Science,
Technology and environment in conjunction with the heads of the agencies con-
cerned shall determine the application of remedial measures and report to the
Prime Minister.

Article 35
In case the environmental incident is of special severity, the Prime Minister shall
determine the application of urgent remedial measures.

When such incident has been brought under control the Prime Minister shall de-
termine the revocation of the application of the urgent remedial measures.

Article 36
The agencies that are empowered to mobilise manpower, materials, and other
means to remedy environmental incidents must reimburse the mobilised organisa-
tions, individuals for their expenses according to regulations by the law.

Chapter IV
State Management of Environmental Protection

Article 37
The scope of State management of environmental protection includes:

1. Promulgating, and organising the implementation of, statutory instruments on
environmental protection; promulgating systems of environmental standards;
2. Developing, and guiding the implementation of, strategies and policies of envi-
ronmental protection, plans to prevent, control and remedy environmental degra-
dation, environmental pollution, environmental incidents;
3. Establishing and managing environmental protection facilities, and facilities re-
lating to environmental protection;
4. Organising, establishing and managing monitoring systems, periodically as-
sessing the current state of the environment, forecasting environmental changes;
5. Appraising E.I.A. reports on projects and on production or business establish-
ments;
6. Issuing, revoking certificates of compliance with environmental standards;
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7. Supervising, inspecting, checking the observance of environmental protection
legislation; settling disputes, appeals or complaints concerning environmental pro-
tection; dealing with breaches of environmental protection legislation;
8. Training personnel in environmental science and management; educating, pro-
pagandising, disseminating knowledge and legislation in environmental protec-
tion;
9. Organising research and development activities and application of scientific
and technological advances in the field of environmental protection;
10. Developing international relations in the field of environmental protection.

Article 38
The Government shall, pursuant to its power and responsibility, exercise unified
State management of environmental protection throughout the country.

The Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment shall be responsible to
the Government for exercising the function of State management of environmen-
tal protection.

All ministries, ministry-level agencies and other Government bodies shall,
within the scope of their respective functions, powers and responsibilities, cooper-
ate with the Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment in carrying out en-
vironmental protection within their sectors and in establishments under their
direct supervision.

The People’s Committees of provinces and cities directly under the Central Gov-
ernment shall exercise their State management function for environmental protec-
tion at the local level.

The Services of Science, Technology and Environment shall be responsible to the
People’s Committees of provinces and cities directly under the Central Govern-
ment, for environmental protection in their localities.

Article 39
The system of organisation, functions, responsibilities and powers of the State
management agency for environmental protection shall be determined by the
Government.

Article 40
The State management agency for environmental protection shall carry out its
function of specialized inspection on environmental protection and be responsible
to coordinate with specialized inspectors of the ministries and sectors concerned
in the protection of the environment.

The organisation, obligations, powers, activities and coordination of specialized
inspectors in the protection of the environment shall be determined by the
Government.
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Article 41
During the inspection process, the Inspection Team or Inspector is empowered to:

1. Require the organisations, individuals concerned to provide documents and re-
ply to questions on matters necessary for inspection;
2. Conduct technical control measures on-site;
3. Decide to temporarily suspend, in case of emergency, activities which threaten
to cause serious environmental incidents and be responsible for such decision be-
fore the law, and at the same time, immediately report the case to the competent
State agency for decision or recommend the latter to suspend activities likely to
cause environmental incidents;
4. Deal within their competence or recommend the competent State agency to
deal with breaches of the law.

Article 42
Organisations, individuals must create favourable conditions for the Inspection
Team or the Inspector to carry out their functions and must observe the decisions
of the Inspection Team or the Inspector.

Article 43
Organisations, individuals are entitled to appeal to the Head of the agency which
decides the inspection against the conclusions and decisions adopted by the In-
spection Team or the Inspector with regard to their establishment.

Organisations, individuals have the right to complain, denounce to the State
management agency for environmental protection or other competent State agen-
cies about activities in breach of environmental protection legislation.

Agencies receiving complaints, denunciations shall be responsible for their ex-
amination and resolution in accordance with regulations by the law.

Article 44
In case there are several organisations, individuals operating within an area where
environmental incidents, environmental pollution or environmental degradation
occur, the power to determine the responsibility assigned to those organisations,
individuals for remedial measures is defined as follows.

1. For environmental incidents, environmental pollution or environmental degra-
dation occurring within a province or a city directly under the Central Govern-
ment, the responsible parties shall be determined by the specialized environmental
protection inspector of that province, city, or proposed and reported by the latter
to the Chairman of the People’s Committee of that province or city for considera-
tion and decision. If one or more parties disagree with that decision, they shall be
entitled to appeal to the Minister of Science, Technology and Environment. The
decision of the Minister of Science, Technology and Environment shall prevail.
2. For environmental incidents, environmental pollution or environmental degra-
dation occurring in two or more provinces, or cities directly under the Central
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Government, the responsible parties shall be determined by the specialized envi-
ronmental protection inspector of the Ministry of Science, Technology and Envi-
ronment or proposed and reported by the latter to the Minister of Science,
Technology and Environment for consideration and decision. If one or more par-
ties disagree with the decision of the Minister of Science, Technology and Envi-
ronment, they shall be entitled to appeal to the Prime Minister for decision.

Chapter V
International Relations with Respect to Environmental Protection

Article 45
The Government of Vietnam shall implement all international treaties and con-
ventions relating to the environment which it has signed or participated in, honour
all international treaties and conventions on environmental protection on the ba-
sis of mutual respect for each other’s independence, sovereignty, territorial in-
tegrity and interests.

Article 46
The Government of Vietnam adopts priority policies towards countries, interna-
tional organisations, foreign organisations and individuals with respect to envi-
ronmental manpower training, environmental scientific research, clean technology
application, development and implementation of projects for environmental im-
provement, control of environmental incidents, environmental pollution, environ-
mental degradation, and projects for wastes treatment in Vietnam.

Article 47
Organizations, individuals and owners of transportation means which, in transit
through the Vietnamese territory, carry potential sources of environmental inci-
dents or environmental pollution must apply for permission, declare and submit to
the control and supervision by the State management agency for environmental
protection of Vietnam. Any breach of Vietnamese environmental protection legis-
lation shall, depending on the extent of the infringement, be dealt with according
to Vietnamese law

Article 48
Any dispute concerning environmental protection on the Vietnamese territory in
which one or all parties are foreigners shall be settled according to Vietnamese law,
taking into account international laws and practices.

Any dispute between Vietnam and other countries in the field of environmental
protection shall be settled on the basis of negotiation, taking into account inter-
national laws and practices.
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Chapter VI
Rewards and Dealing with Breaches

Article 49
Organisations, individuals having good records in environmental protection activ-
ities, in the early detection and timely report of signs of environmental incidents,
in the remedy of environmental incidents, environmental pollution, environmental
degradation, in the prevention of acts which damage the environment shall be
rewarded. Those who suffer damage to their property, health or life, while par-
ticipating in the protection of the environment, in the remedy of environmental
incidents, environmental pollution, environmental degradation and in the combat
against activities violating environmental protection legislation, shall be compen-
sated according to regulations by the law.

Article 50
Those who commit acts of destruction or cause damage to the environment, who
disregard the order of mobilisation by the competent State agency upon the oc-
currence of environmental incidents, who fail to implement regulations on envi-
ronmental impact assessment, or infringe other legal provisions for environmental
protection shall be dealt with administratively or be criminally prosecuted, de-
pending on the nature and extent of the infringement and the consequences.

Article 51
Those who take advantage of their positions and powers to infringe environmen-
tal protection legislation, to protect persons infringing the environmental protec-
tion legislation, whose lack of responsibility allows environmental incidents or
environmental pollution to occur, shall be disciplined or be criminally prosecuted,
depending on the nature and extent of the infringement and the consequences.

Article 52
Organisations, individuals that commit acts of violation against the environmen-
tal protection legislation, causing damage to the State, to other organisations or
individuals, shall, in addition to the penalties specified in Article 50 and 51 of this
Law, compensate for the damages and costs of remedying the consequences, ac-
cording to regulations by the law.
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Chapter VII
Implementation Provisions

Article 53
Domestic or foreign organisations, individuals that have caused serious damage to
the environment prior to the promulgation of this Law, with long-term adverse im-
pacts on the environment and the health of the people shall, depending on the ex-
tent of the consequences, be liable for the damages and the rehabilitation of the
environment, according to regulations by the Government.

Article 54
This Law shall take effect from the date of its promulgation.

All previous stipulations which contradict this Law are revoked.

Article 55
The Government shall regulate in detail the implementation of this Law.

This Law was passed on 27 December 1993 by the National Assembly of the So-
cialist Republic of Vietnam, 9th Legislature, at its 4th Session.

Chairman of the National Assembly

Signed: Nong Duc Manh 
(Published by the National Political Publishing House, July 1994)
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Chapter 1

1. As Giang (2001) notes, Vietnam “has just four state employees in the field for
every million people compared with Malaysia’s 100, Cambodia’s 55, Thailand’s 30
and China’s 20.”

2. See for instance, UNDP (1999) “A study on aid to the environment sector in
Vietnam.”

3. These included a wide variety of firms and communities ranging from a Coca-
Cola plant in a rural area, to a rubber factory in an urban area, from large
multinationals, to medium-sized Vietnamese state-owned enterprises, to small co-
operative enterprises. The pool of 120 cases was narrowed to thirty cases, all of
which I visited and analyzed in some detail. For these thirty cases, I conducted fac-
tory tours, reviewed EIAs and waste audits, and completed short interviews with
a sample of factory managers and community members. Analysis of these 120
cases ultimately also helped to contextualize the six detailed cases.

Chapter 2

1. Doi Moi literally means “renovation” in Vietnamese. However, the phrase has
come to represent a broad set of economic and political reforms begun in 1986.

2. As this book went to press a new ministry was created to handle environmen-
tal issues—the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment (MONRE).
MONRE has assumed many of the roles and responsibilites of MOSTE. Through-
out this book we refer to MOSTE, as it was the agency responsible for environ-
mental issues at the time.

Chapter 3

1. Approximately 78 percent of Vietnamese report they belong to no religion,
while around 7 percent are Catholic. 

Notes



2. While Vietnam remains a one-party Communist state, the government has ini-
tiated democratic reforms including local-level elections of People’s Council rep-
resentatives and National Assembly members. To date, little competition exists in
these elections; however, the scope and power of elected officials (particularly Na-
tional Assembly members) appears to be increasing. 

3. McAdam et al. (1996) define mobilizing structures as “those collective vehicles,
informal as well as formal, through which people mobilize and engage in collec-
tive action,” and in particular “organizations and informal networks that comprise
the collective building blocks of social movements.”

4. Televised debates of the National Assembly have recently shown surprising lev-
els of candor and criticism.

5. I reviewed letters submitted to the Dong Nai and Phu Tho DOSTEs.

Chapter 5

1. It should be noted that these institutional arrangements continue to evolve in
Vietnam.

2. While there is no mass environmental “movement” in Vietnam, Vietnamese
press reports and my own interviews indicate that complaints and protests regard-
ing environmental issues have become more widespread over the last five years. 

Chapter 6

1. Personal communication with Thuyen Nguyen, director of Vietnam Labor
Watch, June 30, 1998.

2. Nike reports that Tae Kwang Vina reduced work hours in this factory after this
research was completed. 

3. Leading environmental NGOs include the Center for Natural Resources and
Environmental Studies (CRES), the Institute for Environmental Science and Tech-
nology (INEST), the Center for Training and Research on Water Supply and Envi-
ronment (CEFINEA), the Center for Environmental Engineering of Towns and
Industrial Areas (CEETIA), the Center for Environmental Technology and Man-
agement (CENTEMA), and the Environmental Protection Center (EPC).

4. The Ernst & Young report and my analysis of it are available on the internet at:
<http://www.daraorourke.net>.

5. In a scene from The Big One, 1997, Michael Moore discusses child labor with
Phil Knight the CEO of Nike. Moore asks: “Twelve-year-olds working in [Indone-
sian] factories? That’s okay with you?” Knight: “They’re not twelve-year-olds
working in factories . . . the minimum age is fourteen.” Moore: “How about four-
teen then? Does that bother you?” Knight: “No.”
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6. These headlines came from both Vietnamese and English language papers dur-
ing 1997 and 1998. 

7. As mentioned in chapter 4, the editor of a business paper was jailed in 1999 for
reporting on a fairly clear case of corruption in a customs office. He was ultimately
exonerated, but not before spending significant time in jail, which served as a very
strong message about the potential costs of reporting on these issues. 

Chapter 7

1. There is one recent exception to this pattern. The National Environment
Agency instigated a nationwide program in 1997 to inspect firms for compliance
with the EIA law. This program was simply an attempt to assess how many firms
had conducted EIAs, and whether firms were complying with their EIAs.

2. McCubbins and Schwartz (1984) discuss models of congressional oversight,
which they call “patrol” and “alarm” models. In the patrol model, Congress es-
tablishes systems to regularly evaluate implementation of legislation. Under the
alarm model, Congress creates systems that trigger action such as monitoring by
Congress. 

3. My use of the term “fire alarm” should be distinguished from McCubbins and
Schwartz’s (1984) use. In my cases, the alarms are pulled by community members,
not government personnel. The alarm metaphor is meant to describe a relationship
between the community and the state that moves beyond traditional command-
and-control regulation, and in which the community has a role in driving the reg-
ulatory process. 

4. See Rueschemeyer and Evans (1985: 48) for a discussion of the tendency of
states to be simultaneously corporate actors and arenas in which conflicts are
played out.

5. The Vietnamese government (with the assistance of Sweden, Canada, and other
external supporters) is working to build these environmental capacities. Staff are
being trained to perform ambient and point-source sampling, review EIAs, issue
permits, develop compliance schedules, set and collect fines, and write reports. The
professionalization of environmental duties will likely strengthen the actions of
state agencies as staff begin to believe more in their responsibilities, or at least
work to avoid being labeled as incompetent or corrupt. The fruits of these efforts,
however, had not been realized at the time of my research. 

6. As Ferguson (1998) points out, states should be viewed “not in opposition to
something called society, but as themselves composed of bundles of social prac-
tices, every bit as local in their social situatedness and materiality.”
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