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Once faced with waste management challenges 
exacerbated by tourism, two communes in Hoi 
An, Vietnam — Cam Thanh and Cham Islands 
(Tan Hiep Commune) — have become the faces 

of Zero Waste through the collaboration of stakeholders 
from the government, community organizations, farmers’ 
associations, businesses, and tourism associations. 

STRAINED WASTE 
INFRASTRUCTURE
Hoi An City in Quang Nam Province is one of the most popular 
tourist sites of Vietnam. Together with Cham Islands, it has 
been recognized by UNESCO as a World Biosphere Reserve and a 
World Heritage Site. About 1.5 million tourists visit Hoi An every 
year, bringing much-needed livelihood to the city. The growing 
tourism sector, however, has also put a strain on the city ’s waste 
management infrastructure. Tourists generate 0.6 kg of waste per 
hotel room per day (Hoang et al 2017), compared to around 0.2 kg 
for local residents. 

Cham Islands, politically known as the Tan Hiep Commune, not only 
houses a Marine Protected Area, but also the ancient cultures of 
Sa Huynh, Cham Pa, and Dai Viet. A traditional fishing community, 
this 609-household commune shifted to ecotourism, welcoming 
up to 3,000 tourists a day — the mandated visitor limit to minimize 
the human impact on local forest and marine ecosystems. Cham 
Islands was the first community in Vietnam to introduce a plastic 
bag ban back in 2009. In partnership with the Marine Protected 
Area Management Board, the commune later piloted a source-
separation program, but the participation among households at 
that time was inconsistent.

Located in the buffer zone of the Cham Islands, the Cam Thanh 
Commune is home not just to 2,210 households but also to 

mangrove ecosystems that host many aquatic wildlife and 
migratory birds. The commune is not new to waste management 
initiatives. Residents have been involved in “no plastic” campaigns 
and clean-ups, but participation in waste reduction and separation 
at source is still limited. 

Hoi An implements a two-category scheme for its waste collection, 
separating organic waste from other discards. Recyclables, 
particularly those with considerable market value, are picked 
up by independent waste collectors and sold to scrap shops. 
Households pay VND 22,000 (around USD 1) per month, serving 
as their users’ fee to subsidize waste collection costs. A peek in 
commune collection points or a visit to the city ’s main transfer 
station, however, will show that many households still dispose of 
mixed waste. On Cham Islands, discards end up in an incinerator in 
Eo Gio or the nearby landfill. In the mainland, residual waste from 
Cam Thanh and other communities are dumped in the Nui Thanh 
and Dao Loc landfills, about 50km away from Hoi An.

LACK OF MOTIVATION  
TO CHANGE
Many communities have been on the receiving end of awareness 
campaigns on waste management, but participation has been a 
challenge, having observed that collected discards are treated 
as mixed waste, even though they are sorted at source. Likewise, 
littering is prevalent in public spaces and tourism sites.

Hoi An also struggles with waste collection, as trucks miss out 
households located along narrow alleys. With little access to 
regular waste collection, households are forced to look for open 
spaces to serve as de-facto dumpsites. Waste management 
infrastructure, moreover, is lacking in other waste generators 
like restaurants, service facilities, and agricultural product 
processing facilities.

 Tran Thi Kim Ly of GreenViet unfurls the Break Free From Plastic banner on Cham Islands. PHOTO BY MIKO ALIÑO
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BUILDING A ZERO WASTE MODEL
To solve these challenges, various stakeholders — the Hoi An 
People’s Committee and its agencies (Environmental Protection 
Department, Women Union, Youth Union), Cam Thanh and Tan Hiep 
communal People’s Committee (CPC), Cham Islands Marine Protected 
Area’s Management Board and Hoi An City’s Public Construction 
Company — came together to introduce a Zero Waste model in the 
city. Funded under the Municipal Waste Recycling Program (MWRP) 
of the United States Agency for International Aid (USAID), the project 
rolled out the following activities and milestones:

1. Securing Key Policies. The Hoi An Municipal Party Committee 
issued Directive No. 15-CT/TU in November 2019, which regulates 
and bans the use of plastic bags and other single-use plastic 
items, as well as implement waste separation at source. The 
directive is a local adaptation of a June 2019 statement from 
Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc, who pledged that Vietnam will 
no longer use disposable plastic products by 2025. The following 
year, the Hoi An City People’s Committee enacted Action 
Program No. 613/CTHĐ-UBND, which aims to minimize the use 
of non-biodegradable single-use plastic products and plastic 
bags; and continuing to implement the policy of classification 
of waste at source to protect the environment of Hoi An City. 
Specific to the Zero Waste Cities project in the Cam Thanh and 
Tan Hiep communes, the Quang Nam’s People’s Committee 
issued Decision No. 643/QD-UBND, endorsing the USAID-MWRP 
project “Building and Sharing Zero Waste Models in Selected 
Asian Communities” in Hoi An City.

2. Establishing a Baseline. GreenViet and the Cham Islands 
MPA conducted a Waste Assessment and Brand Audit (WABA) 
to gather information on the amount and types of waste being 
generated by a community, which could inform the appropriate 
strategies in dealing with this waste. Findings from the June 
2020 waste audits show that Cam Thanh residents generate 
0.19 kg of waste per person a day, which is not far from an 
earlier waste survey done in 2017. In Cham Islands, meanwhile, 
the per capita waste generation is 0.3 kg per day. Organic 
waste in both communes ranged from 75% to 81%, opening 
an opportunity to develop community composting programs. 
These waste audit findings were later presented to relevant 
stakeholders and incorporated in the MRF design and the Five-
Year Solid Waste Management Action Plan for Hoi An.

3. Developing a Zero Waste, Plastic-Free Action Plan. 
Following a series of consultations with stakeholders, a 
five-year collaborative action plan was developed for both 
Cam Thanh and Tan Hiep communes. These action plans 
include detailed strategies, specific objectives, budget, and 
activities, aimed at addressing waste problems of Hoi An 
City, and bringing closer to becoming a green destination 
and a Zero Waste city by 2025. 

 
 Under the Action Plan, the communes committed to 

establishing four MRFs by 2021. They also agreed on Zero 
Waste targets such as 80% compliance in waste sorting 
among households and businesses; 30% of households 
involved in composting at source; 30% of market stores 

Community stakeholders attend a town hall meeting to learn more about the implementation of waste sorting and composting programs. PHOTO COURTESY OF GREENVIET



5 TOWARDS A GREEN DESTINATIONPLASTIC-FREE HOI AN:

Thanks to the education 
drives, as many as 88% of 
households in Cam Thanh 
and Tan Hiep were practicing 
waste segregation. In 
addition, the two communes 
have treated 400 kg of 
organic waste monthly 
through composting, thus 
significantly reducing 
household waste
brought to landfills.

avoiding plastic bags; and 100% of government organizations 
and schools banning single-use plastic.

Hoi An City ’s People’s Committee cemented its support to 
the Action Plan, by issuing Directive No. 801 in April 2021, 
to minimize the use of plastic bags and other single-use 
plastic products and improve waste segregation and 
management practices.

4. Educating Households on Zero Waste—And Repeat. To 
realize behavior change in waste management practices, 
Cam Thanh and Tan Hiep formed volunteer community 
groups, which are composed of the most-trusted members 
of the communes: community leaders, key opinion leaders, 
women union and youth union representatives, and 
government officials. Every week, these community groups 
visit households to provide support in waste separation and 
composting techniques, as well as to encourage them to join 
town hall meetings.

5. Piloting a Waste Segregation and Composting at Source 
Scheme. A waste segregation and composting at-source 
scheme was piloted in 60 households in six months, and 
then expanded to two communes. During the test run, the 
community groups encouraged households to compost at 
source, or treat their organic waste in the local MRFs. 

 
 Waste collectors, meanwhile, visit households regularly to 

pick up sorted waste, according to the agreed collection 

schedule. Waste collectors, meanwhile, visit households 
that are far from MRFs. Thanks to the education drives, as 
many as 88% of households in Cam Thanh and Tan Hiep have 
started practicing waste segregation. In addition, the two 
communes have treated 400 kg of organic waste monthly 
through composting, thus significantly reducing household 
waste brought to landfills.

6. Constructing Materials Recovery Facilities (MRFs). 
Through the Zero Waste Cities project, two MRFs have been 
built in Cam Thanh and Tan Hiep. The MRF in Cam Thanh is 
a counterpart of the local government while the one in Tan 
Hiep is contributed by the community. Both are operated by 
waste collectors and the community members.

 
Each MRF is about 15-20 square meters in size, and can 
accommodate waste from as many as 100 households. 
Learning from the waste audits, the communes ensured 
that the MRFs can treat organic waste, in case residents 
do not have enough space for home composting. Moreover, 
information boards have also been displayed around the 
facility to educate visitors and local residents about the 
waste management system, as well as about Hoi An’s goal of 
becoming a Zero Waste City. 

These MRFs also serve as study sites for visitors who 
wish to learn more about the Zero Waste model. They 
also inspire more residents to embrace the new waste 
management system.

Community stakeholders attend a town hall meeting to learn more about the implementation of waste sorting and composting programs. PHOTO COURTESY OF GREENVIET
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ENABLING FACTORS
Regular participation of government representatives in every activity that involves 
community members and in discussions about developing action plans has been 
crucial in the success of the project. These government representations play 
an important role in drawing attention and increasing the participation of local 
communities and stakeholders in the project.

Even the Communal People’s Committee (CPC) of the two communes have shown 
their commitment by designating staff to monitor this project by providing additional 
support for their travel and communication fees which is necessary to carry out their 
tasks. In this project, the Cham Islands MPA has been active in looking for additional 
financial support that could be available to pay for government staff as a way to 
create more motivation for government staff to support the project activities.

The Cham MPA Management Board has shown itself to be the most important actor in 
connecting with other stakeholders in Hoi An City. Cham Islands MPA has established 
itself as a key trusted expert in environmental issues, and has been working with the 
local government and the communities for more than 15 years.

While the behavioral change that this project hopes to achieve will require a longer-term 
and continuous process to effectively support and educate local communities to perform 
and sustain better waste management practices, with the crucial players being involved 
and even leading the project and a solid five-year plan now in place, there is little doubt 
that people will eventually embrace Zero Waste. 
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 Stakeholders in Hoi An City pledged to pursue Zero Waste after a community 
dialogue at the Cham Islands MPA office. PHOTO COURTESY OF GREENVIET
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RESOURCES
1. Quang Nam’s People’s Committee’s Decision No. 

643 to approve implementing the project in Hoi An 
City of Quang Nam province.

2. Cooperation Plan within the Project “Building 
and Sharing Zero Waste Models in Selected Asian 
Communities. 

3. Waste survey and brand audit in Cam Thanh and 
Tan Hiep in June 2020.

4. Five-year SWM plans for Cam Thanh and Tan Hiep. 
5. Hoi An City Party Committee issued Instruction 

No. 15-CT/TU on 12 November 2019. Link: https://e.
vnexpress.net/news/travel/places/hoi-an-to-
outlaw-single-use-plastic-4011972.html    

6. Hoi An City developed and issued Action Plan 
No. 801 in April 2021 to reduce the use of 
plastic bags and single-use plastic products; 
improve the efficiency of waste reduction, 
classification and treatment at source to 
protect the City’s environment in 2021. Link: 
http://ooffice.culaochammpa.com.vn/khohscv/
khohscv_upload/cvd5281_KH%20801.PDF?fb
clid=IwAR12AtDOaJ82UgQRkJZXCJFvHeYPJ-
BjdGQUzWamVtvcYsI7nyzyXkfEcsY 

7. Hoi An City Practices Zero Waste Solutions Towards 
Green Destination. Link: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=akdDzGx48Qg

8. In Search of the Zero Waste Holy Grail in 
Vietnam. https://www.thestar.com.my/
aseanplus/aseanplusnews/2021/01/03/in-
search-of-the-039zerowaste039-holy-grail-in-
vietnam039s-ancient-town
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Refillables Hoi An, 
one of the Zero Waste 

stores in Vietnam, 
plays an important 

role in ensuring 
tourist destinations 

become plastic-free.  
PHOTO COURTESY OF 

REFILLABLES HOI AN
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