Cleaner Production, Vietnam’s Champion for
Environmental Sustainability

Rajid economic and demographic
developmentsin Vietnam have made adra-
miticimpact on the environment. With inad-
equate waste treatment infrastructures and
management policies, pollutions of natural
resources such as water sources have
reached critical levels, leading to growing
concerns for human health. Thereis now a
critical need for cleaner solutions and Viet-
nam isturning towards cleaner production.

Over thelest decades, only afrac-
tion of theincreasng quantities of wade
products generated has been treated be-
fore disposal. Domestic, industria and
agriculturd wastewater undertakes a bed,
minima pre-treatment such as remova
of floatable, oil and gresse, before being
discarded into the surrounding environ-
ment.

Effluents discharged untreated
pose dramatic health risks to the public
by contaminating surface water, a mgor
source of drinking water for low-income
communities. A large percentage of
deaths especialy of children, are causad
by transmission of waterborne diseases

Diarrhoed diseases that cause the
death of over three million people annualy
may be transmitted through contaminated
drinking water. In Vietnam, the high faeca
pollution of surfacewater led peopleto give
it up for groundwater. Unfortunately, in
Northern Vietnam the latest naturaly con-
tains arsenic, amgjor cause of skin diseases
and cancers.

Vietnam is craving for low costs,
cleaner solutions — that istechnologiesand
procedures that have the potentid for sig-
nificantly improved environmental perfor-
mance compared to the solutions they re-
place. The country is now playing the card
of cleaner production.

According to the United Nations
Environmenta Programme (UNEP), cleaner
production is “the continuous adoption of
integrated environmenta prevention strat-
egy to industrial processes, products and
servicestoincreaseecologicd efficiency and
minimiserisksto thehuman popul ation and
the environment.”

Said Carrie Mitchell, a Research
Associgte from the University of Toronto
carrying out her Master’s thesis on cleaner
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production at the Ingtitute of Environment
and Resources (IER-CEFINEA), Vietnam
Nationa University of Ho Chi Minh City:
“basically, cleaner production is one of a
number of pollution prevention tools that
can be used by firmsto reduce or even dimi-
nate wastes in the production stage as ap-
posed to merely correcting for them though
end-of-pipe measures.”

There are a number of ways
cleaner production can be utilized in a
company, starting with something smple
auch as good housekesping and moving
to more complex process modifications
tha may require new technology invest-
ments

Although initia investments may

be costly, firms will soon see return on in-
vestments. “| see the goal of cleaner pro-
duction as the reduction of wastes by way
of economic incentives,” said Mitchell.
“Thereisastrong financid argument forwhy
afirmwould want to implement cleaner pro-
duction technologies: not only does it pre-
vent pollution and wastes, but it also has
the potentid to save a company money via
energy conservation, water reduction and
lower waste disposd costs”
Added Dr Nguyen Phuoc Dan, the IER-
CEFINEA's cleaner production expert: CP
technologies and procedures enable firms
to minimise waste generation, while saving
energy and material, hence cutting on pro-
duction costs.

With such promising results,
cleaner production is becoming the cham-
pion for environmental sustainability in Viet-
nam and the government has drafted a Na-
tiond Action Flan for its implementation
throughout the country. “It is seen asaway
to prevent further environmenta degrada-
tion while at the same time helping the
economy... basicaly awin-win situation,”
emphasised Mitchell.

Butthereisalack of market demend
for cleaner production. Although the Viet-
nam Cleaner Production Centre (VNCPC) of
Hanoi is trying to generate a demand for
cleaner production services through firms
increased awareness, it seems that the pri-
vate sector'sdemand isstill low.

According to Dr Nguyen, small-
scalefactories, which represent asignificant

part of the Vietnamese industry, cannot af-
ford to invest in foreign, costly technolo-
gies. There are merely able to focus on
housekeeping and low-cost measures. Fur-
thermore, thereisstrong evidence that many
companies that have implemented cleaner
production do not fol low on new procedures.
Lastly but not least, added toalack of aware-
nessamong technical staff, Vietnam hasnot
yet established incentive policiesto enforce
cleaner production.

Added Mitchell: “with hugefinan-
cia incentivesfor companiesto avoid pollu-
tion charges, cleaner production iseasier to
understand and subsequently being
adopted. In addition, positive social and
environmental behaviours such as being
“environmentally friendly” does not make
good business sense in Vietnam yet. There
is such a focus on economic development,
that positive environmenta behaviour just
isn’tafirms’ top priority.”

In Vietnam, cleaner production is
donor- rather than company-driven. Thus, it
appears that the success of cleaner produc-
tion is limited to demonstration projects
funded by internationd agencies that fi-
nance new technologies and provide free
technica assistance.

Stressed Mitchell: “Unlesscleaner
production is supported domestically
through finencial, educational and govern-
menta ingtitutions, thereislittlehopeforits
successin thelong run. | seelittle evidence
that companies are willing to pay for con-
sultantsto do ad eaner production audit and
then purchase the necessary technology to
improve production process. Thisis due to
alack of awareness and also to the highly
competitivenature of Viethamesefirms”

But someorganisations such asthe
|IER-CEFINEA have defined strategies to
help the industry to access to deaner pro-
duction technology. As companies are be-
ing required by the Department of Science,
Technology and Environment (DOSTE) to
implement end-of-pipe technologies for
wastewater treatment, the |IER-CEFINEA
helpstoimplement cleaner production while
sdling the mandatory technology.

“Thisisaninteresting way toimple-
ment cleaner production, especialy giventhe
fact that it is often hard to convince com-
pany officidson itsmerits. Asthey haveto
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buy the wastewater treatment technology anyway, they redlly have  promoation of cleaner production through the VNCPC, whose mis-
| nothing to loose by implementing cleaner production dong with  sion is “to play a catalytic and coordinating role in promoting

it,” said Mitchell. cleaner productionin Vietnam”.

“Working in partnerships, between the public and pri- Whil e efforts are being made to increase the acceptance

vate sector, is the best way to bring water to the poor”, high-  of cleaner production, Vietnam should not forget to look at the
| lighted Al Fry author of the World Business Council for Sustain-  bigger picture, integrating other pollution preventing tools such

able Development’sreport “Water for the Poor”. Whilethe |[ER-  asgreen labelling, industrial eocﬂo%'md environmenta menage-
| CEFINEA isapplying this strateqgy, it also plays akey roleinthe  ment systems such as1S0 14000.
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