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Vietnam reached lower middle income status due to rapid agricultural intensification and industrialisation. In attaining a 
more sustainable economic model, the water sector plays a crucial role. The economic boom had a negative impact on water 
quality and caused intensified pressures on the water resources. Moreover, climate change intensifies existing water 
problems which includes both extremes; too much and too little water. In this context, the Dutch water sector can provide 
knowledge, expertise and technology in water management to help tackle the water challenges that Vietnam is facing and 
contribute to the country’s sustainable development. In this factsheet, the Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 
provides its informed opinion on the business opportunities in the water sector in Vietnam.  

With a population of over 90 million people, Vietnam has 
the third largest population in Southeast Asia. Since the 
Doi Moi reforms in the mid-eighties, the country's 
economy transitioned from the rigidities of a centrally 
planned to one of Asia’s fastest growing and dynamic 
markets. It reached the lower middle income status in 
2010. Per capita GDP is USD 2,185 while GDP growth was 
6.2% in 2016. The country’s medium-term outlook 
remains favourable. Vietnam is a member of WTO and 
regional forums, including the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN). The ASEAN Economic Community 
from 2015 aims for economic integration amongst its 
members, implying free movement of goods, services, 
investment, free flow of capital, and skilled labour. This 
makes Vietnam an attractive location to cater the ASEAN 
region from. 
 

Vietnam’s trade policy favours Free Trade Agreements 
(FTAs). The negotiations on the EU–Vietnam FTA have been 
finalised and the EVFTA is in the final stages before 
implementation. Early estimates suggest it will come into 
force in the second half of 2018.  It aims at 99% trade 
liberalisation within a decade. Besides the EVFTA, Vietnam 
is involved in active FTAs (as part of ASEAN) with regional 
partners and in the preliminary Comprehensive and 
Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(without United States), successor of the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership, which is still in the negotiation phase. 
Therefore, apart from Vietnam’s ASEAN neighbours, most 
goods can also be exported duty-free to countries in the 
Pacific region, like Japan, Australia and Chile. Vietnam is 
therefore an appealing and rapidly emerging market. 
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The water sector 
Vietnam has ample water resources with many rivers, 
basins and  renewable groundwater resources. Despite 
these abundant provisions, the spatial and temporal 
distribution of water resources in the country can be highly 
variable. Due to irregularities in monsoon rainfall, severe 
floods can occur in some seasons and insufficient flows in 
others, leading to drought conditions. More than 60 
percent of the flow in the river systems is generated outside 
the country, making Vietnam’s water resources prone to 
decisions made about water resources in upstream 
countries.  
  
The spur in economic growth went hand in hand with the 
proliferation of industrial projects and zones. In 2017, there 
are already 220 industrial zones in Vietnam. These 
industrial zones attract foreign direct investment and 
companies, create job opportunities and stimulate 
economic development. However, they can also cause 
environmental and public health problems. In particular, 
wastewater discharges can deteriorate the water quality. 
According to the Ministry of Construction, almost 78% of 
industrial zones operate with dedicated wastewater 
treatment plants. However, only about 15% of wastewater 
in urban areas is adequately treated. Moreover, it is 
expected that by 2030, industrial water use in Asia will 
increase 65% along with a 30% increase in domestic use and 
5% increase in agriculture use. This will exacerbate the 
stress on water supply and increase the need for water and 
wastewater treatment.  
  
The Netherlands has an excellent reputation in the 
Vietnamese water sector. It is widely known that in battling 
the constant threat of water, the Netherlands has gained 
plenty of knowledge and experience in water management. 
This knowledge was already mobilized in the mid-70s for 
the reconstruction of Vietnam and from the mid-80s 
onwards, Dutch experts and businesses contributed to 
improved water management through development 
cooperation. The globally recognised Dutch expertise is 
central to the Strategic Partnership Arrangement (SPA) on 
Water Management & Climate Change which was signed by 
both countries’ Prime Ministers in 2010. The Mekong Delta 
Plan, approved in 2013, is setting the scene for further 
cooperation. Dutch companies can take advantage of this 
excellent relationship in establishing their own relations 
with the local government, which is essential for doing 
business in Vietnam. 
  
Business opportunities 
Vietnam is facing many water challenges and is in need of 
knowledge of many aspects of water management. 
Consultancy and advisory work is therefore called for in 

every water-related subsector. Additionally, capacity 
building and educational training will be required to sustain 
newly realised developments.  
  
The following subsectors are of interest for doing business 
in Vietnam: delta, water and agrifood, resilient cities, 
wastewater treatment, drinking water, and technology 
development. 
  
Delta management 
The Mekong Delta and the Dutch Delta have common 
features and challenges. Both are highly productive 
agricultural areas. The Mekong Delta accounts for 12% of 
Vietnam's surface, but constitutes 27% of the national GDP, 
90% of national rice exports and 60% of national seafood 
exports. Nonetheless, the delta is facing great challenges 
induced by climate change, typhoons and weather 
variability. Half the Mekong Delta lies only 0.7-1.2m above 
sea level making it one of the most vulnerable deltas to 
climate change.  
In 2013, the Mekong Delta Plan was developed by a Dutch 
consortium and has since served as the basis to help 
Vietnam develop future adaptation plans. The plan 
anticipates unpredictable climate change and ensures a 
sustainable socio-economic development towards a 
resilient delta. Several Development Partners are 
supporting the government in implementing the plan. 
Dutch companies and knowledge institutes provided delta 
expertise and executed specialised tasks to support the 
technical, financial and governance designs of these 
projects. Beyond the Mekong Delta, there is also demand 
for the delta expertise in other areas. For example, many 
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once-beautiful beaches are eroding fast or already in a 
degraded state, such as in picturesque Hoi An. These places 
are in need of expertise on coastal protection. 
 
Water and Agrifood 
Effective water management plays a crucial role in more 
sectors than just water and is essential to ensure economic 
development. Agriculture, one of the most important 
economic sectors in Vietnam, is facing great challenges as a 
result of climate change. Saltwater intrusion, floods, 
droughts, changing weather patterns, among others, 
seriously threaten crop quality and productivity. To meet 
the government’s objectives in improving the quality of 
agricultural products and to improve the living standards 
for farmers, state-of-the-art technological solutions and 
knowledge on water management in agriculture are of 
utmost importance to adapt to climate change. Besides the 
Strategic Partnership Arrangement on water management 
and climate change, the Netherlands has a second SPA on 
Sustainable Agriculture and Food Security with Vietnam. 
Together, these form an excellent starting point to offer an 
integrated approach towards a sustainable development of 
the delta with flourishing agribusiness. 
   

Resilient Cities 
Cities in Vietnam face many similar urban challenges 
related to water. Unsustainable groundwater extraction 
and heavy buildings cause land subsidence, which in 
combination with the rising sea level increase the likelihood 
of floods and aggravate the stress on water supply due to 
saltwater intrusion, especially in the dry season. In turn, 
climate change exacerbates the discrepancies in rainfall, 
increasing the likelihood of floods and droughts even more. 
These problems apply particularly to Ho Chi Minh City 
(HCMC). The city sank more than 50 cm over the last 20 
years and the sinking process is accelerating to over 4 cm 
per year now. Within 20 years huge areas will need to be 
protected by dykes, tidal gates, water retention areas and 

pumping stations. In cooperation with Dutch expertise, the 
Climate Adaptation Strategy for HCMC was drafted, 
constituting an integrated vision for further spatial 
planning.  
   
Wastewater treatment 
With the proliferation of industrial zones and activities, 
there is a growing need for wastewater treatment to 
prevent environmental and public health hazards. The 
Ministry of Construction stated an additional treatment 
capacity of 750,000 m3/day is required and more than 40 
new wastewater treatment facilities need to be built. 
Industrial development demands upgrading current 
treatment systems with more powerful, yet energy-
efficient systems and equipment to deal with higher 
concentrations of pollution. Additionally, maintenance and 
repair services are required regularly as know-how of the 
system is still insufficient. To maintain adequate 
performance of wastewater treatment, monitoring 
equipment and control systems are needed. In addition, 
new laboratories, utility performance reporting, energy 
recovery and integrated information systems would also 
help improve the performance of wastewater treatment 
facilities. 
   
Drinking water 
The Vietnamese government is working to reform the 
drinking water supply and utilities. Ongoing Dutch 
development projects help provincial utilities upgrade 
these facilities with high-tech equipment to improve water 
supply to rural areas. Yet, there remain, mostly remote, 
areas which are still suffering from limited access to clean 
water. The rate of non-revenue water is currently 38% in 
Hanoi and HCMC, mainly due to leakage. To maintain the 
network and prevent leakages, monitoring systems are 
needed to discover leaks more effectively. Dutch water 
companies can offer training and solutions to help build 
capacity in handling the water network. To avoid 
groundwater depletion, there is a growing demand for 
expertise on management of alternative water resources, 
water distribution systems and treatment processes to 
achieve an optimal allocation of the water resources.  
    
Technology development 
The young and relatively cheap labour force and politically 
stable environment showcase Vietnam as an attractive 
production location. There is demand for pumps, pipes, 
filters, installations, etc. given the fast industrialisation and 
booming construction sector. Technologies that enable 
efficient water use and water reuse are also needed to 
alleviate sourcing and pollution problems. Furthermore, 
growing demand for smart monitoring products is also 
expected. 
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Business environment 
The Vietnamese business environment has room for 
improvement. When doing business, red tape procedures 
and uncertainty regarding tax laws and enforcement need 
to be taken into account. Furthermore, Vietnam ranks 
relatively low regarding enforcement of property rights. 
Transparency International ranked Vietnam 113th out of 
176 countries on the corruption index 2016. However, on 
the 2018 doing business index, Vietnam ranks 14 places 
higher than the previous year, on 68th out of 190 countries.  
  
The government’s current policy approach on water is 
centred on integrated river basin management, irrigation 
and environmental issues. The institutional set-up is 
fragmented and complex. The implementation of laws 
through the state management of the water sector does 
not yet ensure its effectiveness and coordination. A start is 
made with a more market-driven approach and private 
sector participation. Nonetheless, the division of tasks 
among state management agencies and those managing 
the daily operation is still insufficiently clear. In other 
words, Vietnam is still in an ongoing process of achieving 
consistency and coordination of the systems of policies, 
laws, standards and norms in the domain of water 
resources.   
  
Gaining access to the market might prove difficult due to 
significant competitive pressure from other companies 
offering cheaper, yet less sustainable services. In particular 
obtaining the rights to the engineering and execution part 
might prove difficult. Cooperation with local contractors 
and joint-ventures could help overcome these difficulties. 
  
Financing new projects may prove to be demanding. Poorer 
provincial governments may lack the capital themselves, 
making them reliant on funding from the central 
government and international grants. The central 
government has however limited resources partly due to 
being close to its self-imposed debt ceiling of 65% of GDP. 
Aside from the Vietnamese government, several 
development partners provide support to the water sector. 
Multilateral banks such as the World Bank and the Asian 
Development Bank offer access to loans (increasingly non-
concessional) and bilateral funding is available from 
countries using Official Development Assistance funds. The 
Dutch government provides co-funding instruments 
managed by RVO, like DRIVE and Partners for Water.  

Business support  
The Embassy in Hanoi and the Consulate General in HCMC 
can provide information about the water sector in Vietnam, 
applicable rules and regulations, potential business 
partners and relevant government authorities.  
  
In addition, the Government of the Netherlands has 
developed several instruments to support Dutch companies 
in doing business in Vietnam. The information can be found 
on www.rvo.nl. 
  
For general information on doing business in Vietnam 
please refer to the Factsheet Doing Business in Vietnam. To 
remain updated on water related issues, please refer to the 
Netherlands Water Partnership, www.nwp.nl. 
  
Trade fairs 
04-08 March 2018 – Vietnam International Water Week 
(VACI)- www.vaci.org.vn  
07-09 November 2018 - Vietwater 2018 (Ho Chi Minh City) 
- www.vietwater.com  
  
Contact details 
Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands  
BIDV Building, 7th Floor, 194 Tran Quang Khai Street 
Hoan Kiem District, Hanoi, Vietnam 
E-mail: han-ea@minbuza.nl 
Tel.: +84 (0)24 3831 5650 
   
Consulate General of the Netherlands 
Saigon Tower, Suite 901, 29 Le Duan Blvd., 
District 1, Ho Chi Minh city, Vietnam 
E-mail : hcm-ea@minbuza.nl 
Tel.: +84 (0)28 3823 5932 
  
Website: 
www.nederlandwereldwijd.nl/vietnam (NL) 
www.netherlandsworldwide.nl/vietnam (ENG)  
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