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Impacts of Plastics on Local Communities

and Tourism in Viet Nam

Waste Problem in Remote Areas

With growing tourism local communities in remote areas often experience a growing
plastics problem. As more tourists visit, demand increases for store-bought foods and
drinks, which often come in plastic packaging. Local residents also enjoy these products
and say tourism has increased their access to them. However, many of these tourism
destinations are remote and difficult to access, making the transportation of waste both
limited and expensive. As a result, plastic waste must be managed locally, leading to
growing landfills, open burning, and plastics leaking into the environment and waterways
during storms and floods.

Perceptions about plastic waste in the environment

Residents try to keep their environment clean, but plastic waste is still common in the sea
and along shores. Numerous waste and recycling bins can be found in residential areas
around ports, yet many plastics are still discarded directly into the environment. Adding

more bins does not solve the problem if waste is not properly managed. Local residents
suspect that visitors who litter have little awareness about the impacts of plastics waste.
They also report seeing workers on tourism boats throwing waste overboard, suggesting
that these are often seasonal workers that come from elsewhere, and may feel less
connected to the local community, the environment, and the long-term impacts on tourism.

Plastics are part of the touristic experience

Clean drinking water is one of the main needs of visitors. In some areas, bottled water may
be the only available option. Local businesses say that most visitors prefer small 500ml
bottles because they are easier to carry than larger bottles. Although some visitors say
they would rather refill reusable bottles, many do not trust local tap water or water filtration
machines. During the high season for tourism, especially in warmer weather, visitors
purchase more bottled drinks and beverages sold in single-use plastic cups, such as fresh
juices or boba tea. To create the desired touristic experience, businesses also sell fresh
coconut water served directly from the coconut with a plastic straw. Most of these plastics
ends up in the landfill or in the environment.

Tackling plastic pollution together

On Cat Ba Island, international tourists tend to perceive the island as more polluted by
plastic waste than domestic visitors, and both groups say they are less likely to return to

or recommend a destination that appears polluted. Both tourism businesses and tourists
want to see changes that make it easier to reduce single-use plastics, including better
information and awareness campaigns, stronger penalties for littering, and improved waste
collection infrastructure. While plastic waste may appear as a local problem, once it enters
the environment it can travel far and affect other areas. Its economic impacts on tourism,
aquaculture, and fisheries in one place can add up over time, affecting the wider national
economy as well as food safety and public health in other regions.
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