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Abstract: Vietnam’s rapid economic development since the 1986 
Doi Moi reforms has been shadowed by a persistent and severe air pol-
lution crisis. This review systematically analyzes the nexus between the 
evolution of Vietnam’s environmental legal framework and correspond-
ing air quality trends over three decades. Despite the progressive de-
velopment of a comprehensive legislative architecture, culminating in 
the Law on Environmental Protection 2020, this study reveals a pro-
found disconnect between policy ambition and environmental outcomes. 
Ambient concentrations of key pollutants, particularly fine particulate 
matter (PM2.5), remain dangerously high, consistently exceeding both 
national standards and World Health Organization guidelines by a sig-
nificant margin, thereby imposing substantial public health and eco-
nomic burdens. The temporary air quality improvements during Cov-
id-19 lockdowns starkly demonstrated that pollution levels are dictated 
more by the intensity of economic activity than by the efficacy of exist-
ing regulations. This review argues that the central problem is a criti-
cal implementation gap, originating not from inadequate laws but from 
deep-seated, systemic challenges. These include fragmented institution-
al governance, a de facto prioritization of economic growth over envi-
ronmental protection, chronically weak enforcement mechanisms, and a 
constrained space for civil society to ensure accountability. The pattern 
of repeatedly revising legislation without addressing these foundational 
issues has created a “legislative treadmill,” giving an illusion of prog-
ress while failing to achieve tangible improvements. The analysis con-
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cludes that a fundamental paradigm shift — from policy formulation to 
a resolute focus on robust enforcement, institutional reform, and data 
transparency — is imperative for Vietnam to mitigate this environmental 
crisis and realize its sustainable development goals.
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I. Introduction

Vietnam’s remarkable economic trajectory following the 1986 Doi 
Moi reforms, which has lifted millions out of poverty, has concurrently 
incurred high environmental costs, most visibly manifested in severe 
air pollution. This challenge is characteristic of the development path 
in Southeast Asia, where rapid industrialization and urbanization have 
consistently outpaced the capacity for effective environmental gover-
nance. The result in Vietnam is a public health crisis, with metropolitan 
centers like Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC)1 frequently ranking 
among the world’s most polluted cities (Thang and Thi, 2023, pp. 1–5).

The primary pollutant of concern, fine particulate matter (PM2.5), 
consistently reaches annual mean concentrations that significantly ex-

1 Breathesafeair (2024). Air Pollution in Vietnam. 13 January 2024. Available
at: https://breathesafeair.com/air-pollution-in-vietnam/ [Accessed 25.04.2026].
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ceed both Vietnam’s national technical regulations (QCVN) and, by a 
much larger margin, the stringent guidelines of the World Health Or-
ganization (WHO) and UNDP2 (Nhung et al., 2022, pp. 1–5; Linh-Thy 
et al., 2024, pp. 120–122). This is not an abstract indicator but a perva-
sive threat with a staggering toll: estimates attribute 60,000 to 70,000 
premature deaths in Vietnam annually to air pollution, with associated 
economic losses exceeding US$ 13 billion per year, or approximately 
5 % of the national GDP3 (Thang and Thi, 2023, pp. 1).

In direct parallel with this escalating environmental crisis, Viet-
nam has developed a progressively sophisticated legal framework for 
environmental protection. This legislative journey began with the foun-
dational Law on Environmental Protection (LEP) in 1993 and was sub-
sequently revised and ostensibly strengthened in 2005, 2014, and most 
recently in 20204 (Thang and Thi, 2023, pp. 5–7). Each legislative up-
date integrated advanced governance mechanisms, ranging from com-
prehensive environmental standards to domestic carbon market frame-
works, solidifying the government’s formal political commitment.

However, the central thesis of this review is that despite this com-
prehensive legal architecture, a persistent and widening implemen-
tation gap has largely nullified its intended effects. This critical dis-
connect between policy intent and real-world outcomes has prevented 
meaningful, sustained improvements in air quality, thereby undermin-
ing the nation’s long-term development aspirations. This review syn-
thesizes over three decades of legal evolution and air quality data to 
provide a critical analysis of Vietnam’s policy effectiveness in combating 
air pollution. The analysis first traces the development of the air quality 
management framework chronologically, then presents a data-driven 

2 United Nations Development Programme — UNDP (2024). Viet Nam’s Heavy 
Air Pollution Needs Stronger Action. Available at: https://www.undp.org/vietnam/
blog/viet-nams-heavy-air-pollution-needs-stronger-action [Accessed 25.04.2026].

3 World Health Organization — WHO (2026). National Scientific Conference 
on Combating Air Pollution and Improving Air Quality in Viet Nam. Available at: 
https://www.who.int/vietnam/news/detail/25-04-2025-national-scientific-confer-
ence-on-combating-air-pollution-and-improving-air-quality-in-viet-nam [Accessed 
25.04.2026].

4  Socialist Republic of Vietnam. Law on Environmental Protection (versions 
1993, 2005, 2014 and 2020).
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portrait of the country’s contemporary pollution status. Subsequent-
ly, the review critically examines the incongruent relationship between 
these two timelines and deconstructs the systemic causes of the identi-
fied implementation gap, before offering conclusions and strategic di-
rections necessary to bridge this critical gap.

II. Methodology

This study was designed as a systematic review to provide a com-
prehensive, transparent, and reproducible synthesis of evidence on the 
relationship between Vietnam’s environmental legislation and its air 
quality outcomes. The review was conducted in the first half of 2025 
and covers the period from January 1993, when the first Law on Envi-
ronmental Protection was enacted, to the present. To ensure a rigorous 
and unbiased analysis, the methodology adheres to established princi-
ples for conducting scientific reviews. A multi-faceted search strategy 
was employed to identify all relevant sources. This involved a system-
atic search of academic databases, including Scopus, Web of Science, 
and Google Scholar, using keyword combinations such as: (“Vietnam” 
OR “Ha Noi”) AND (“air pollution” OR “air quality” OR “PM2.5”) AND 
(“policy” OR “law” OR “regulation” OR “governance”).

The academic search was supplemented by a thorough review of 
primary legal and policy documents sourced from official government 
portals. These included the cornerstone Law on Environmental Pro-
tection from 1993, 2005, 2014, and 2020, along with their key imple-
menting Decrees and Circulars. Additionally, grey literature, including 
technical reports and datasets from reputable organizations such as the 
World Health Organization (WHO), the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), the World Bank, and Vietnam’s Ministry of Natu-
ral Resources and Environment (MONRE), was systematically collect-
ed to provide essential data and context. The selection of materials for 
in-depth analysis was guided by specific inclusion criteria, prioritiz-
ing peer-reviewed articles, official government reports, and legal docu-
ments that presented empirical air quality data, analyzed Vietnamese 
environmental policy, or discussed governance challenges. News arti-
cles without primary data and studies not directly focused on Vietnam 
were excluded from the primary synthesis.
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The analytical approach employed in this review is a narrative syn-
thesis structured by a chronological framework. This method involved 
two sequential steps. First, a detailed timeline of major legislative and 
policy interventions related to air quality management in Vietnam from 
1993 to 2025 was systematically mapped. Second, this legislative time-
line was juxtaposed with time-series data and trend analyses of key air 
pollutants (primarily PM2.5, but also NOx and SO2) derived from the 
peer-reviewed literature and official monitoring sources. This compara-
tive approach allows for a critical evaluation of policy effectiveness by 
identifying correlations — or the conspicuous lack thereof — between 
policy enactment and subsequent changes in air quality. This analysis 
forms the basis for identifying the “implementation gap,” which is then 
further deconstructed through a qualitative synthesis of literature fo-
cusing on systemic barriers related to governance, economic priorities, 
and enforcement capacity.

III. Results and Discussion

III.1. The Legislative Trajectory for Air Quality Management

Vietnam’s legislative response to environmental degradation has 
evolved significantly over the past three decades, creating an increas-
ingly comprehensive and complex legal framework for air quality man-
agement. This evolution can be understood as a series of reactive steps, 
with each new law attempting to address the shortcomings of its pre-
decessor amid worsening pollution. This progression is detailed in Ta-
ble 1. The journey began with the Law on Environmental Protection 
(LEP) 1993, a landmark piece of legislation enacted in the early years of 
the Doi Moi economic reforms. As the country’s first comprehensive en-
vironmental law, it established foundational principles and the State’s 
responsibility for environmental management. However, its provisions 
were largely general and lacked the specific mechanisms required for ef-
fective air pollution control. It introduced the concept of Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA), but in a rudimentary form that had limited 
practical effect on project approval and implementation.5

5 Netherlands-Commission-for-Environmental-Assessment, (2022). Vietnam 
Legislation at the Project Level. Available at: https://www.eia.nl/en/countries/viet-
nam/legislation-at-project-level/ [Accessed 25.04.2026].
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Recognizing these limitations, the LEP 2005 represented a sub-
stantial advancement. It introduced a more specific regulatory regime, 
most notably by establishing the system of National Technical Regula-
tions (QCVN) as enforceable environmental standards. This law con-
tained explicit articles requiring the control of dust, emissions, and 
noise from transportation and industrial activities, and mandated that 
vehicles meet emission standards. This marked a shift towards a more 
structured, standards-based approach to air quality management.6

The LEP 2014 continued this modernization trend, aiming to align 
Vietnam’s framework more closely with international practices. It re-
fined the EIA process, introduced the concept of strategic environmen-
tal protection planning, and, significantly, added a dedicated chapter on 
responding to climate change, formally linking it to air quality through 
the management of greenhouse gases (GHGs) and the promotion of 
clean energy. This law was buttressed by crucial implementing policies, 
chief among them the National Action Plan on Air Quality Management 
to 2020 (Decision No. 985a/QD-TTg), which set specific targets and as-
signed tasks to various ministries to control emission sources and ex-
pand monitoring networks.7

The current and most ambitious legislation is the LEP 2020 that 
took effect in 2022. This law represents a paradigm shift on paper, seek-
ing to streamline and strengthen environmental governance through 
several key innovations. It integrates multiple permits into a single 
Environmental License, classifies projects based on their level of en-
vironmental risk rather than just their scale, and formally recognizes 
“residential communities” as key stakeholders with a role in monitor-
ing. Critically, it lays the legal foundation for a domestic carbon market 
by mandating GHG emission quotas and trading systems. For the first 
time, it also requires all provinces to develop and implement their own 
air quality management plans, decentralizing planning while centraliz-
ing certain standards. This law is operationalized by the National Strat-

6 Socialist Republic of Vietnam. Law on Environmental Protection (version 
2005).

7 Socialist Republic of Vietnam. Law on Environmental Protection (version 
1993, 2005, 2014 and 2020).
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egy for Environmental Protection to 2030, with a vision to 2050 (Deci-
sion No. 450/QD-TTg), which champions the development of a circular 
economy, the expansion of renewable energy, and stricter controls on 
waste and industrial pollution.

This nearly 30-year legislative history reveals a clear pattern. Each 
revision of the LEP was prompted by the acknowledged “deficiencies 
and shortcomings” of its predecessor and the mounting public and po-
litical pressure from ongoing environmental degradation. However, as 
the subsequent analysis will show, air quality failed to improve mean-
ingfully after each revision. This suggests that the problem may not lie 
in the laws themselves but in persistent systemic barriers to their imple-
mentation. The cycle of reacting to policy failures by drafting new, more 
complex laws, without fixing the underlying enforcement machinery, 
has left Vietnam in a state of constant legal motion with little signifi-
cant forward progress in environmental outcomes.

Table 1
Chronology of major Vietnamese environmental laws 

and air quality policies (1993–2025)

Year Law/Policy Title Air Quality-Related Provisions

1993 Law on Environmental 
Protection (LEP 1993)

Established first general principles of environmental 
protection; Introduced rudimentary Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA)

2005 Law on Environmental 
Protection (LEP 2005)

Introduced National Technical Regulations (QCVN) as 
enforceable standards; Mandated control of industrial 
and transport emissions and noise

2014 Law on Environmental 
Protection (LEP 2014)

Refined EIA process; Introduced environmental 
protection planning; Added chapter on climate change 
response and GHG management

2016 Decision No. 985a/
QD-TTg

Approved the National Action Plan on Air Quality Man-
agement to 2020, setting specific targets for emission 
reduction and monitoring expansion

2020 Law on Environmental 
Protection (LEP 2020)

Integrated permits into a single Environmental Li-
cense; Classified projects by environmental risk; Man-
dated a domestic carbon market; Required provincial 
air quality management plans
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2021 COP26 Commitment Prime Minister pledged to achieve net-zero emissions 
by 2050 and phase out unabated coal power8

2022 Decision No. 450/
QD-TTg

Approved the National Strategy for Environmental 
Protection to 2030, vision to 2050, emphasizing a 
circular economy, renewable energy, and stricter waste 
management

III.2. Contemporary Air Pollution: 
Trends, Sources, and Hotspots

Despite the extensive legislative efforts, Vietnam’s air quality re-
mains a severe public health threat, particularly in its rapidly expanding 
urban and industrial regions. The data from the last decade paint a stark 
picture of a nation struggling with hazardous levels of pollution, with 
fine particulate matter (PM2.5) emerging as the most prominent and 
dangerous pollutant (Linh-Thy et al., 2024, pp. 120–123). Annual mean 
PM2.5 concentrations in the industrial heartlands of the Red River Delta 
(such as Bac Ninh and Hung Yen provinces) and major cities like Ha-
noi frequently exceed Vietnam’s national standard of 25 g/m³ (QCVN 
05:2013/BTNMT). For instance, 2019 data showed that Hanoi›s annual 
average reached 40.8 g/m³, whereas Ho Chi Minh City recorded a low-
er average of 20.9 g/m³ (Nhung et al., 2022, pp. 1–5). More recently, 
in 2023, average nationwide PM2.5 levels were reported to be nearly six 
times the WHO-recommended level, underscoring the persistence of 
the problem.9 As illustrated in Table 2, the gap between reality and in-
ternationally recognized safe levels is vast. While other criteria pollut-
ants, such as sulfur dioxide (SO2) and nitrogen oxides (NOx), are also 
significant concerns, PM2.5 remains the primary driver of the air pollu-
tion-related disease burden (Linh-Thy et al., 2024, pp. 120–121; Phung 
et al., 2016, pp. 9–16). Total national SOx emissions were estimated at 
750,000 tons in 2018, with over 91 % originating from thermal power 

8 Climate Action Tracker, (2025). Viet Nam. 28 October 2025. Available at: 
https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/vietnam/ [Accessed 25.40.2026].

9 United Nations Development Programme — UNDP, (2024). Viet Nam’s Heavy 
Air Pollution Needs Stronger Action. Available at: https://www.undp.org/vietnam/
blog/viet-nams-heavy-air-pollution-needs-stronger-action [Accessed 25.04.2026].
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plants and industrial activities, underscoring the significant impact of 
the energy and manufacturing sectors (Linh-Thy et al., 2024, pp. 121).

Source apportionment studies consistently identify a multi-faceted 
and deeply embedded set of emission sources. Transportation is a domi-
nant contributor in urban areas, driven by a massive and growing fleet 
of over 58 million motorbikes and millions of cars, many of which uti-
lize outdated engine technology with poor emission controls (Thang and 
Thi, 2023, pp. 1; Bui et al., 2022, pp. 1–2; Vo et al., 2022, pp. 6–9). In-
dustrial activities, including emissions from a growing number of coal-
fired power plants, cement factories, steel production, and general man-
ufacturing, are major sources of both PM2.5 and its precursors, such as 
SOx and NOx (Thang and Thi, 2023, pp. 1–5; Roy et al., 2022, pp. 1–2). 
Many of these facilities employ outdated, polluting technologies and 
lack adequate flue-gas treatment systems. Agriculture contributes sig-
nificantly, especially seasonally, through the widespread practice of 
open burning of crop residues. This practice, particularly the burning 
of rice straw in the Red River Delta, can account for up to 40 % of to-
tal PM2.5 emissions during peak burning periods (Linh-Thy et al., 2024, 
pp. 120). Finally, dust from countless construction sites and the open 
burning of municipal and industrial waste further degrade air quality 
in and around population centers (Thang and Thi, 2023, pp. 15–20).

This pollution exhibits clear temporal and spatial patterns. A dis-
tinct “pollution season” occurs from October to April, when meteoro-
logical conditions, such as temperature inversions and low wind speeds 
associated with the northeast monsoon, trap pollutants close to the 
ground, leading to prolonged episodes of hazardous air quality (Bui 
et al., 2022, pp. 5–11).10 Spatially, air pollution is more severe in the 
north than in the south. This spatial disparity reflects a distinct het-
erogeneity in emission sources and economic structures between the 
two regions. In the North, particularly the Red River Delta, pollution 
is driven by a heavy reliance on coal-fired power generation and heavy 
industry. Recent source apportionment studies indicate that industri-
al activities and biomass burning are the predominant contributors in 

10 World Health Organization — WHO, (2026). Air Pollution in Viet Nam. 
Available at: https://www.who.int/vietnam/health-topics/air-pollution [Accessed 
25.04.2026].
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Hanoi, accounting for approximately 29 % and 26 % of annual PM2.5 
mass, respectively, while transport contributes around 15 %. The re-
gion accounts for nearly 65 % of the country’s total coal ash genera-
tion, with major thermal power hubs concentrated in Quang Ninh and 
Hai Phong provinces, thereby intensifying regional haze events (Cuong 
et al., 2022, pp. 63) .

Conversely, air quality in the Southern region, anchored by Ho Chi 
Minh City (HCMC), is more heavily influenced by transport emissions 
and a mix of anthropogenic sources typical of light industry and rapid 
urbanization. In HCMC, mobile sources and biomass burning, together 
with crustal dust, account for over 36 % of PM2.5, with a significant por-
tion of secondary aerosols (ammonium sulfate) derived from region-
al background sources (Tran et al., 2024, pp. 6–8). Unlike the North, 
where winter monsoon conditions frequently trap pollutants, the South 
benefits from better dispersion, yet localized hotspots near industrial 
zones such as Dong Nai and Binh Duong remain critical concerns due 
to the high density of manufacturing SMEs.

Table 2

Comparison of annual mean PM2.5 concentrations in key Vietnamese 
cities with National (QCVN) and WHO Guidelines

City/Region Year Annual mean 
PM2.5 ( g/m³)

Exceedance factor 
vs QCVN 05:2013 

(25 g/m³)

Exceedance fac-
tor vs WHO AQG 

(5 g/m³)
Hanoi 2019 40.8 1.6 times 8.2 times

2021 42.9 1.7 times 8.6 times
2023 28.3 1.1 times 5.7 times

Ho Chi 
Minh City

2019 20.9 0.8 times 4.2 times
2021 24.4 1.0 times 4.9 times
2023 28.3 1.1 times 5.7 times

Bac Ninh 2020 33.0 1.3 times 6.6 times

III.3. The Policy-Performance Disconnect

A critical analysis of Vietnam’s environmental policy journey re-
veals a stark and troubling incongruence between legislative action and 
air quality outcomes. When the timeline of policy enactment is juxta-
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posed with the timeline of pollution data, it becomes evident that the 
comprehensive laws and ambitious national strategies have had a lim-
ited, if any, sustained impact on reducing ambient air pollution. Despite 
the passage of four major environmental laws over three decades, there 
is no clear, demonstrable correlation showing that these interventions 
have durably bent the curve of pollution downwards. For example, the 
period from 2014 to 2020, following the implementation of the LEP 
2014 and the National Action Plan (Decision 985a), did not usher in an 
era of cleaner air. Instead, PM2.5 levels in Hanoi remained stubbornly 
high, with some studies indicating that 2019 was a peak pollution year,11 
demonstrating a clear failure to meet the plan’s objectives (Thao and 
Anh, 2023, pp. 44–45).

The nationwide lockdowns imposed during the Covid-19 pandem-
ic in 2020 provided a powerful, albeit unintentional, “natural experi-
ment.” The dramatic reduction in traffic, industrial production, and 
construction activities led to a significant and immediate improvement 
in urban air quality, with marked decreases in PM2.5 and carbon mon-
oxide (CO) concentrations (Thao and Anh, 2023, pp. 44; Le et al., 2021, 
pp. 1–2). This period of cleaner skies provided a clear demonstration 
that ambient air quality in Vietnam is overwhelmingly determined by 
the intensity of economic activity rather than by the effectiveness of the 
existing regulatory framework. The argument is further strengthened by 
the rapid return of pollution to pre-pandemic levels, and in some cases 
worse, by 2023, once economic activities fully resumed.12 This rebound 
strongly suggests that the underlying policy and enforcement mecha-
nisms are insufficient to decouple economic growth from pollution.

This policy-performance disconnect is not an abstract observation 
but is reflected in the consistent failure to meet specific targets. Criti-
cal reviews of national environmental strategies have shown that many 
objectives are “far from accomplished” (Thang and Thi, 2023, pp. 4). 
For instance, a key goal for the 2011–2020 period was to treat 70 % of 

11 ICLEI, (2022). Addressing Air Pollution in Hanoi, Vietnam. Available at: 
https://acp.iclei.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/vie_air-quality.pdf [Accessed 
25.04.2026].

12 United Nations Development Programme — UNDP, (2024). Viet Nam’s Heavy 
Air Pollution Needs Stronger Action. Available at: https://www.undp.org/vietnam/
blog/viet-nams-heavy-air-pollution-needs-stronger-action [Accessed 25.04.2026].
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domestic wastewater in urban areas; by 2020, the actual figure was a 
mere 13 % (Thang and Thi, 2023, pp. 4). Similarly, despite regulations 
requiring industrial zones to have centralized wastewater and emis-
sion treatment systems, a significant proportion remain non-compliant, 
continuing to discharge pollutants into the environment with minimal 
consequence.13 This pattern of setting ambitious goals that are subse-
quently missed points to a systemic breakdown between policy design 
and execution.14

This history fosters an “illusion of progress,” where the act of cre-
ating policy becomes a substitute for achieving results. Official com-
munications from the government and its international partners often 
highlight the passage of new laws, such as the LEP 2020, or ambitious 
international commitments, like the net-zero pledge at COP26, as evi-
dence of Vietnam’s strong commitment to environmental protection.15 
While these actions are politically significant, they create a facade of 
progress that masks a reality of systemic inertia and continued envi-
ronmental degradation.16 The true measure of success is not the sophis-
tication of the legal text, but the quality of the air citizens breathe.17 
External evaluations, such as the Climate Action Tracker, which rates 
Vietnam’s policies as “Critically Insufficient,” confirm that current ac-

13 General Statistics Office — GSO, (2025). The Status of Wastewater Treatment 
and Environmental Protection in Vietnam and Lessons from Denmark. Available at: 
https://www.nso.gov.vn/en/other-news/2025/01/the-status-of-wastewater-treat-
ment-and-environmental-protection-in-vietnam-and-lessons-from-denmark/ [Ac-
cessed 25.04.2026].

14 East Asia Forum, (2025). Vietnam’s Renewable Surge Shouldn’t Distract from 
Chronic Environmental Policy Failures. 24 May 2024. Available at: https://eastasia-
forum.org/2024/05/24/vietnams-renewable-surge-shouldnt-distract-from-chronic-
environmental-policy-failures/ [Accessed 25.04.2026].

15 United Nations Development Programme — UNDP, (2024). Viet Nam’s Heavy 
Air Pollution Needs Stronger Action. Available at: https://www.undp.org/vietnam/
blog/viet-nams-heavy-air-pollution-needs-stronger-action [Accessed 25.04.2026].

16 World Health Organization — WHO, (2026). National Scientific Conference 
on Combating Air Pollution and Improving Air Quality in Viet Nam. Available at: 
https://www.who.int/vietnam/news/detail/25-04-2025-national-scientific-confer-
ence-on-combating-air-pollution-and-improving-air-quality-in-viet-nam [Accessed 
25.04.2026].

17 International Trade Administration, (2024). Vietnam — Environmental Tech-
nology. U.S. Department of Commerce. Available at: https://www.trade.gov/country-
commercial-guides/vietnam-environmental-technology [Accessed 25.04.2026].
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tions are not aligned with stated goals. This decoupling of policy-mak-
ing from tangible outcomes is a central feature of Vietnam’s environ-
mental challenge.18

The disconnect between policy and practice regarding air pollution 
is a shared challenge across rapidly developing Southeast Asian econo-
mies. Nations such as Indonesia and Thailand similarly face hazardous 
air quality levels driven by industrialization and urbanization outstrip-
ping regulatory capacity. However, the governance response varies sig-
nificantly within the region. While some ASEAN contexts have begun 
to utilize judicial mechanisms to drive accountability, Vietnam’s envi-
ronmental governance model predominantly emphasizes legislative de-
velopment and administrative compliance. Consequently, the primary 
challenge in the Vietnamese context is not the absence of legal frame-
works, but rather the transition from policy formulation to effective 
field implementation. This comparative lens suggests that to address 
the implementation gap, Vietnam must focus on strengthening the prac-
tical authority of local enforcement agencies and effectively integrating 
community-based monitoring roles already codified in the 2020 Law 
on Environmental Protection.

III.4. Systemic Barriers to Policy Implementation

The persistent gap between Vietnam’s environmental policy aspi-
rations and its air quality reality is not accidental but is rooted in a com-
plex interplay of systemic barriers. Deconstructing this implementation 
gap reveals deep-seated challenges in governance, political economy, 
and enforcement capacity. These barriers, summarized in Table 3, col-
lectively undermine the effectiveness of the nation’s legal framework.

A primary cause is institutional and governance failure. Environ-
mental management in Vietnam is characterized by fragmentation and 
poor coordination. Responsibilities are split across multiple minis-
tries, including the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment 
(MONRE), the Ministry of Industry and Trade, and the Ministry of 
Transport, often leading to conflicting priorities and a lack of unified 

18  Climate Action Tracker, (2025). Viet Nam. 28 October 2025. Available at: 
https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/vietnam/ [Accessed 25.04.2026].
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action (Thang and Thi, 2023, pp. 9–16).19 This is compounded by what 
has been termed as a “paradox of over-decentralization” (Thang and 
Thi, 2023, pp. 9–11). While laws delegate enforcement responsibilities 
to provincial-level Departments of Natural Resources and Environment 
(DONREs), this delegation is often not accompanied by the necessary 
financial resources, technical expertise, or, most importantly, the po-
litical authority to enforce regulations against powerful state-owned or 
private enterprises that are crucial to the local economy.

This leads directly to the second major barrier: the primacy of eco-
nomic growth. Despite official state policy embracing sustainable de-
velopment, there is a clear and consistent lack of “operational com-
mitment” to this principle (Thang and Thi, 2023, pp. 15–20). At both 
the national and provincial levels, economic growth targets frequent-
ly override environmental protection mandates. Local governments, 
whose performance is often judged by GDP growth and the attraction 
of investment, are reluctant to impose costly environmental standards 
on industries that provide jobs and tax revenue.20 This dynamic fosters 
an environment of regulatory forbearance and weak compliance. The 
country’s declining adjusted net savings rate, a metric that accounts 
for the depletion of natural resources and pollution damage, serves as 
a stark indicator of this unsustainable development trend (Thang and 
Thi, 2023, pp. 3–5).

Consequently, the legal framework is crippled by weak enforce-
ment and a culture of low compliance. While authorities uncover tens of 
thousands of environmental violations annually, the penalties imposed 
are often too low to serve as an effective deterrent, making it economi-
cally rational for polluters to pay the fine rather than invest in expen-
sive treatment technologies.21 The absence of mandatory, independent 

19 Vietnam News Agency, (2025). Environmental Law Enforcement to Be Fur-
ther Strengthened. Vneconomy. Available at: https://en.vneconomy.vn/environmen-
tal-law-enforcement-to-be-further-strengthened.htm [Accessed 25.04.2026].

20 East Asia Forum, (2025). Vietnam’s Renewable Surge Shouldn’t Distract from 
Chronic Environmental Policy Failures. 24 May 2024. Available at: https://eastasia-
forum.org/2024/05/24/vietnams-renewable-surge-shouldnt-distract-from-chronic-
environmental-policy-failures/ [Accessed 25.04.2026].

21 Vietnam News Agency, (2025). Environmental Law Enforcement to Be Fur-
ther Strengthened. Vneconomy. Available at: https://en.vneconomy.vn/environmen-
tal-law-enforcement-to-be-further-strengthened.htm [Accessed 25.04.2026].



KUTAFIN LAW REVIEW

Kuta  n Law Review Volume 13 Issue 2 (2026)https://kulawr.msal.ru/

466

third-party monitoring for most industries means that enforcement 
relies on under-resourced and sometimes compromised government 
agencies (Nguyen et al., 2018). This is exacerbated by data gaps and a 
lack of transparency. Vietnam’s official air quality monitoring network 
remains limited and fragmented, hindering accurate pollution assess-
ment, source apportionment, and public warning systems.22

Finally, a fundamental contradiction exists regarding the role of 
civil society. The LEP 2020 formally empowers “residential communi-
ties” to participate in environmental protection and monitoring. Pub-
lic demand for a cleaner environment is a recognized driver of policy 
change (Thang and Thi, 2023, pp. 9–11). However, in practice, the state 
has used ambiguous legal instruments, such as tax laws, to imprison 
and silence some of the country’s most prominent and effective en-
vironmental advocates and NGO leaders, creating a chilling effect on 
independent activism (Huong Thien, 2024). This act of legally inviting 
public participation while politically punishing effective, critical over-
sight neutralizes a vital mechanism for holding both the State and cor-
porate polluters accountable, thereby ensuring the implementation gap 
remains firmly in place.

Table 3

Systemic barriers to effective environmental 
policy implementation in Vietnam

Barrier 
category

Specific 
barrier Description

Gover-
nance & In-
stitutional

Inter-agency 
Fragmentation

Overlapping mandates and poor coordination be-
tween ministries (MONRE, Industry, Transport) lead 
to conflicting policies and inaction

Over-decentral-
ization

Provincial authorities (DONREs) are given enforce-
ment responsibility without adequate financial 
resources, technical capacity, or political power to act 
against powerful polluters

22 World Health Organization — WHO, (2026). National Scientific Conference 
on Combating Air Pollution and Improving Air Quality in Viet Nam. Available at: 
https://www.who.int/vietnam/news/detail/25-04-2025-national-scientific-confer-
ence-on-combating-air-pollution-and-improving-air-quality-in-viet-nam [Accesed 
25.04.2026].
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Economic & 
Political

Primacy of Eco-
nomic Growth

De facto prioritization of GDP growth and invest-
ment attraction over environmental protection at 
both national and local levels

Lack of Opera-
tional Commit-
ment

The national goal of balancing growth and environ-
ment is not translated into concrete, enforceable 
actions and budgets

Enforce-
ment & 
Legal

Weak Sanctions 
and Deterrence

Fines for environmental violations are often too low 
to deter polluters, who find it cheaper to pollute and 
pay than to comply

Limited Moni-
toring & Data

The official environmental monitoring network is 
insufficient and fragmented, hindering effective 
management, forecasting, and public information

Technical & 
Social

Constrained Civil 
Society Space

While laws encourage community participation, the 
state actively suppresses independent environmental 
activists and NGOs, neutralizing a key accountability 
mechanism

Low Public 
Awareness/
Access

Limited public access to real-time, reliable environ-
mental data and a lack of transparency about indus-
trial polluters hinder public pressure for change

IV. Conclusions

Vietnam’s three-decade endeavor in environmental governance has 
produced an advanced legal architecture for air quality management 
that, on paper, meets international standards. This review’s definitive 
conclusion, however, is that this legislative progress is fundamentally 
disconnected from the reality on the ground, where hazardous air pol-
lution persists as a major threat to public health and economic stability. 
This chasm between policy and performance is not a procedural delay 
but a systemic failure, rooted in institutional fragmentation, the contin-
ued subordination of environmental integrity to economic targets, in-
effective enforcement, and the paradoxical suppression of civil society. 
The nation’s reactive cycle of amending laws in response to past failures 
has created a “legislative treadmill,” producing the appearance of ac-
tion without achieving substantive results. Consequently, until Vietnam 
confronts these foundational challenges, its sustainable development 
goals will remain unattainable. A paradigm shift is required one that 
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moves beyond policy formulation to a resolute commitment to enforce-
ment, institutional accountability, data transparency, and the empow-
erment of independent oversight. Ultimately, ensuring breathable air 
for its citizens requires Vietnam to pivot from the symbolism of legal re-
form to the substantive work of vigorous, transparent implementation.
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