
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“In Vietnam, municipal solid waste 
increased from 11.6 million tons 
in 2016 to 13 million tons in 2019. 
This number could increase by 
15.9 million tons in 2030 and by 
21.96 million tons in 2050. 70% of 
the waste is currently disposed in 
landfills.” 
–Nam Hoang NGUYEN
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Martin KOCHHAN (MK): One of the key pillars of Vietnam’s 
socio-economic development strategy for the period 2021-
2030 is the transition to a circular economy. Why is moving 
away from a linear economy so important for the country?  
 
Nam Hoang NGUYEN (NHN): After 10 years of implement-
ing the Socio-economic Development Strategy (SEDS) 
2011-2020, Vietnam has recorded numerous economic and 
social achievements. However, the country is also facing 
substantial challenges namely natural resource depletion 
and increasing waste, which adversely affect socio-economic 
development. In terms of natural resources, after a long time 
of being a significant coal exporter in the Asia-Pacific region, 
Vietnam started to import coal in 2001 and became a net im-
porter of coal since 2015. In addition, the country increasingly 
imports crude oil, metals and raw materials for its textiles, 
leather and shoe industry.  

In terms of waste, the municipal solid waste increased from 
11.6 million tons in 2016 to 13 million tons in 2019.1 Moreover, 
this number could increase by 15.9 million tons in 2030 and 
by 21.96 million tons in 2050.2 Most importantly, 70% of the 
waste is currently disposed in landfills. This cost Vietnam a 
large amount of land used as well as pollution. Air pollution 
alone cost 5.18% of Vietnam’s gross domestic product (GDP) 
in 2013.3 Water pollution is causing damages worth up to 
3.5% of the country’s GDP.4  Soil degradation and other the 
impacts of climate change cannot be understated. Although 
Vietnam is ranked 68th in the world in terms of land area and 
15th in terms of population size, it ranks 4th in the world for 
plastic waste production, with 1.83 million tons discharged 
into the ocean every year.5 Therefore, moving away from a 
linear economy is extremely important for Vietnam. 
 
 
MK: During the COP26 in Glasgow, Vietnam pledged to be-
come carbon neutral by 2050. How can the transition to a 
circular economy help achieve this target?  
 
NHN: The majority of Vietnam’s GHG emission comes from 
the energy sector (61.6%) while agriculture as well as indus-
trial processes and product account for 18.6% and 14.3% 
respectively.6 The transition to a circular economy is expect-
ed to reduce the emission of these sectors without having to 
reduce the production output. Without a circular economy, 
there may be no way to achieve the target set at COP26 to-
gether with rapid economic development.  
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MK: Currently, the majority of Vietnam’s municipal solid 
waste (MSW) still ends up in landfills. With mounting eco-
logical problems and dwindling landfilling capacity, what is 
Vietnam’s strategy going forward with regards to MSW?

NHN: The Law on Environmental Protection 2020 (LEP 2020), 
which will be enforced from January 2022, establishes sev-
eral strategies to solve this issue. First, Article 142 strongly 
promotes the application of redesign, recycling and resource 
circulation, and identifies the responsibilities of different 
stakeholders. Second, waste segregation at source is set to 
be implemented no later than 31/12/2024 (Article 75). This 
will help cut the costs of recycling and waste-to-energy. 
Consequently, the amount of waste to landfill will be re-
duced. Third, Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) will 
gradually be applied, starting from January 2023 (Article 54 
and 55).     
 
 
MK: The issue of single-use plastic waste is becoming in-
creasingly pressing in Vietnam. How is the country address-
ing this development? Are there any specific legal measures 
in place or are you planning any?  
 
NHN: Yes, there are growing movements to reduce sin-
gle-use plastics in Vietnam, from a ban on single-use plas-
tics or the application of economic instruments (e.g. tax, fee) 
on single-use plastics, to the development of alternatives 
to replace single-use plastics (e.g. grass straws, paper 

straws, disposable bags) and public awareness campaigns.  
For example, in 2018, the Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment (MONRE) initiated the ‘Against plastic waste’ 
movement in all government offices and state-owned com-
panies through the Official Dispatch 5539/BTNMT-TCMT. It 
first began by stopping the use of plastic water bottles in 
offices, conferences and seminars.7 This movement has been 
adopted by several cites (e.g. Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City) and 
communities.  
 
In addition, the Draft Decree, which is the legislative guid-
ance for the implementation of LEP 2020, set to stop the pro-
duction and import of non-biodegradable plastic bags with 
dimensions smaller than 50cmx50cm and a film thickness 
of less than 50 µm (Article 72) by 2026 as well as all kinds of 
single-use plastic products and non-biodegradable plastic 
packaging for domestic purposes by January 2031 (Article 
72).  
 
 
MK: Vietnam’s Ministry of Natural Resources and Environ-
ment is in the process of setting up the ‘Viet Nam Circular 
Economy Hub’ 8 together with UNDP, with financial support 
from European countries. How can international cooperation 
assist Vietnam in facilitating the uptake of circularity? 

NHN: The Viet Nam Circular Economy is the very first 
public-private platform to promote the transition toward a 
circular economy in Vietnam. It is expected to enhance dia-

ON PLASTICSBENDING THE LINEAR ECONOMY



logue among stakeholders, including the government, and 
to increase the chances for cooperation in practical projects. 
International cooperation can facilitate the uptake of circu-
larity in many ways. First is the international experiences 
and knowledge exchange to consolidate the legal framework 
and policies. Currently, Vietnam’s national action plan on 
circular economy is being drafted and policymakers are 
open to discussion and consultation. Second, international 
cooperation can promote practical projects to improve the 
circularity, such as re-organizing the value chain to reduce 
waste; measuring, reporting and publicizing information 
about products and the risk of self-recycling and reusing 
products; and technology transfer and improvement (e.g. 
recycling technologies).  
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