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Section 1: The Purpose of Environmental Protection Planning 

1.1 Purpose of the Position Paper 

The Law on Environmental Protection (2014) and its implementing Decree 181 both call for the 

application of Environmental Protection Planning (EPP) at national and provincial levels. There is a 

need to further clarify how EPP should be undertaken at both levels, and MoNRE intends to begin 

this process by developing a new Circular. 

The main purpose of this Position Paper is to provide background material and thinking that will 

provoke discussion, and thereby lead to the design of a well thought through Circular. In the sections 

that follow, the Paper will outline the following: 

• the need for EPP; 

• the specific requirements of LEP (2014) and Decree 18; 

• a definition of EPP that clarifies its place within the Vietnamese regulatory system for planning; 

• clarification of the relationship between EPP and land use zoning; 

• clarification of the relationship between EPP and the National Environmental Protection Strategy 
to 2020 with a Vision to 2030; 

• an understanding of EPP that situates it within international best practice; 

• clarification of the relationship between EPP as defined in the LEP (2014), and National EPP as 
envisaged by the Planning Bill; 

• the relationship between EPP and SEA in the LEP (2014); 

• the scheduling of EPP with respect to national and provincial socio-economic development 
planning; 

• the required content of EPPs at the national and provincial levels; and, 

• an outline of the contents of the proposed Circular. 

1.2 Why does Vietnam need Environmental Protection Planning? 

While the country has lifted itself out of poverty over the past two decades, rapid industrialization, 

urbanization and agricultural intensification have led to poorly planned development in some 

instances, resulting in pollution, resource depletion and environmental degradation, which are 

already leading to economic and societal conflicts, problems that are now being exacerbated by 

climate change. Accelerated urbanization and industrial expansion are taking place on land which is 

optimal for high-value agricultural production. For instance, between 2001 and 2005, Viet Nam lost 

73,300 hectares of cultivated land on an annual basis due to urbanization, affecting the lives and 

income of 2.5 million farmers (ADB, 2013).  

It is being increasingly recognized that rapid development is degrading natural capital, to a point 

where economic development may be compromised. Recent Government strategies and policies 

call for natural capital valuation and management to be more carefully integrated into economic 

development planning. Examples include: Party Resolution 24-NQ/TW; the National Orientation 

Strategy for Sustainable Development in Vietnam; the National Strategy for Environmental 

Protection Strategy to 2020 with Vision until 2030; the National Climate Change Strategy; and the 

National Green Growth Strategy.  

At its Meeting in May 2013, the Viet Nam Communist Party Central Committee passed Resolution 

24-NQ/TW on actively responding to climate change, strengthening natural resource management 

and environmental protection. The Resolution specified the adoption of functional zoning based on 

ecological characteristics, natural resources and potential impacts of climate change as a basis for 

development planning, integrating land use and marine spatial planning. EPP, in particular through 

                                                           
1 No. 18/2015/ND-CP, February 14, 2015. (On Environmental Protection Planning, Strategic Environmental Assessment, 
Environmental Impact Assessment and Environmental Protection Plans). 
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the use of environmental and functional zoning, is considered to be an effective policy instrument by 

the government in promoting natural capital integration into development and spatial planning to 

achieve sustainable development goals.  

1.3 What does the Law Say about Environmental Protection Planning? 

The Articles that deal with EPP in the 2014 LEP and Decree 18 are included in their entirety in 

Appendix 1. The most important aspects of these regulatory instruments include: 

•  “Planning for environmental protection refers to the environmental zoning scheme to conserve, 
develop and establish technical infrastructural systems for the environmental protection in line 
with a range of measures to be taken to protect the environment, which must be closely 
connected with the general planning for socio-economic development to aim for the sustainable 
development.” (Article 3, clause 21 LEP) 

• EPP must “be harmonized with the general strategy and planning for socio-economic 
development, and the National Environment Protection Strategy with the aim of ensuring 
sustainable development”. 

• EPP is required at the national and provincial levels. 

• EPP at the national level should result in a free-standing National Environmental Protection Plan. 

• At the provincial level, EPP can either be free-standing, or integrated into a province’s Socio-
Economic Development Plan (SEDP). 

• National-level and provincial-level EPP should consist of “state of the environment” reporting, as 
well as “environmental zoning” for conservation, development of “environmental protection 
infrastructure”, planning maps, and resources for implementation. 

Perhaps of equal importance is what the existing regulations do not say. For example, they do not 

specify what the relationship should be between EPP and Strategic Environmental Assessment 

(SEA) which is legally required by the government in safeguarding national/ provincial SEDPs and 

sector development strategies. Nor do they illuminate the linkage between EPP as defined in the 

LEP (2014), and National EPP as envisage by the proposed new Planning Law. The relationship 

between EPP and the National Environmental Protection Strategy also requires examination. These 

issues, and others, will be addressed in this Paper. 

1.4 Outline of the Position Paper 

The next section attempts to define EPP, by examining how it has been approached in other 

jurisdictions, and especially, how it relates to the concept of environmental or ecological function 

zoning (EFZ), which is a critical component of EPP. Country examples were demonstrated in this 

section. 

Given the uncertainties mentioned above about how EPP should function in relation to other 

Vietnamese regulatory tools, Section 3 of the Paper examines these questions in detail. Finally, 

Section 4 offers suggestions and recommendations about the structure of the proposed Circular.  
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Section 2: Environmental Protection Planning and Ecological Function Zoning 

2.1 Introduction 

Zoning as a means of directing the use of land has been an alternative to free market allocation 

since the time of the Industrial Revolution. The spatial allocation of land to productive activities has 

traditionally been based on economic criteria. For example, in agricultural areas, soil and landscape 

features define suitability for particular activities. Attractive zones for manufacturing will usually be 

determined by access to transport infrastructure and natural resources such as water. Traditional 

land use planning has not explicitly recognized the fundamental importance of issues such as 

ecological carrying capacity and the impacts of climate change. In recent times, this has begun to 

change, and the need for multifunctional landscapes that simultaneously provide food security, 

livelihood opportunities, maintenance of species and ecological functions, while also fulfilling cultural, 

economic, aesthetic and recreational needs is now recognised. 

Reorienting planning and zoning towards ecologically-based approaches is a central foundation of 

the Convention on Biological Diversity, to which Vietnam is a signatory, and is explicitly mentioned 

Communist Party Central Committee Resolution 24-NQ/TW. 

Zoning based on ecological function involves the spatial classification and delineation of land and 

water resources, terrestrial and marine ecosystems, critical ecosystem functions of terrestrial and 

marine ecosystems, planned land and water resource use, projected climate change impacts, and 

assessment of status and trends. Areas where resource use and protection may be in agreement or 

in conflict are then identified, ranked and evaluated, also in light of expected climate change impacts.  

2.2 Defining Different Approaches to Environmental Protection Planning and Ecological 
Function Zoning: Case Studies and Literature Review 

The movement to base planning on ecological function has taken place in many countries over the 

last 15 years or so. Many of these developments have been evaluated in the academic literature. 

Here we summarize some of the most prominent developments as case studies, and in the next sub-

section we analyse the main similarities and differences between the different approaches. 

2.2.1 Eco-system Services-Based Land Planning in Uruguay 

Nin et al (2016) have applied the so called “spatial conservation prioritization (SCP)” to identify areas 

of outstanding ecosystem services provision within a 120,000 hectare region of coastal lagoons in 

Uruguay. The basin has a diverse landscape ranging from hills in the upper zone to a sandy interface 

with the Atlantic Ocean, including a lagoon and associated wetlands. Multiple protection categories 

have been declared in the area, and it supports many economic and social activities, including 

fisheries, tourism, agriculture, forestry, and urban centres.  

The researchers generated models of ecosystem services provision using spatial multi-criteria 

modelling, to identify areas suitable for agriculture and afforestation, where land use changes have 

lowest impact on environmental quality. To identify priority areas for agriculture and afforestation 

expansion that minimize the environmental impacts of these activities in the basin, the researchers 

conducted the following analyses: (1) mapping areas of provision of five ecosystem services (flood 

prevention, erosion control, prevention of eutrophication, prevention of exotic plants invasion, and 

bush meat production; (2) comparison of the spatial distribution of areas of outstanding provision of 

ecosystem services between different scenarios of agricultural and afforestation allocation (past, 

present and a hypothetical scenario of maximum expansion); and, (3) identification of areas for the 

expansion of agriculture and afforestation that minimize their environmental impact in the basin. 

The contribution of the territory to the provision of each eco-system service was calculated using 

spatial multicriteria analysis based on expert consultation. This method was selected due to its 

simplicity to generate spatial models and its flexibility to incorporate different types of information. 

Multicriteria analysis allows to generate spatial models that can incorporate and combine information 
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obtained from quantitative studies conducted in the field or laboratory, bibliography, and/or expert 

opinion in the absence of other information.  

Nineteen experts (4–6 for each ecosystem service) with knowledge of the ecosystem service 

analysed and the study areas, were consulted for the development of the models. These experts 

were selected due to their knowledge of the processes involved in the provision of each ecosystem 

service and their working experience in the study area. 

The researchers concluded that a general approach to ecosystem services-based land planning 

would apply the following nine steps: 

1.  Selecting the human activities (land uses) to consider. 

2.  Defining the attributes that determine land suitability for these activities. 

3.  Spatial modeling of land suitability for these activities. 

4.  Selecting the ecosystem services to be considered to minimize the environmental impacts of 
these activities. 

5.  Defining the attributes that determine ecosystem service provision. 

6.  Spatial modeling of ecosystem service provision. 

7.  Defining weightings for spatial prioritization. 

8.  Spatial prioritization of land-uses considering suitability and costs. 

9.  Analyzing the sensitivity of results and building scenarios. 

2.2.2 GIS-based integrated evaluation of environmentally sensitive areas (ESAs) for land use 
planning in Langkawi, Malaysia 

Leman et al (in press 2015), undertook an evaluation of environmentally sensitive areas (ESAs) for 

land use planning in a Malaysian archipelago. Langkawi is an archipelago of 99 tropical islands 

geographically located in the state of Kedah, in the far northwestern corner of Peninsular Malaysia, 

and covering an area of approximately 478.4 km2. The islands are rich in unique geological and 

biological heritage, ranging from rock formations that are millions of years old; tropical rainforests 

enveloping the island’s hills and mountains; and clean, white sandy beaches. Langkawi is one of the 

most significant tourism attractions in the country, with modern tourist resorts and commercial 

enterprises; farming villages amidst the paddy fields; rubber cultivation and fruit orchards; and fishing 

villages which are located along the coasts of Langkawi, Pulau Tuba and PulauDayang Bunting.  

The main island, Langkawi Island (328 km2), holds diverse ecosystems including mangrove 

communities, dipterocarp forests, agricultural areas and coastal vegetation.  

The study evaluated the environmental sensitivity of Langkawi using a GIS-based integrated 

evaluation model performed on two assessment sets made up of selected indicators from a 

Malaysian integrated environmentally sensitive areas instrument and eco-environmental studies 

conducted in China. The study had the following objectives: (1) to classify environmental sensitivity 

into four sensitivity classes (high sensitivity, moderate sensitivity, low sensitivity and non-sensitivity 

zones), and (2) to compare two different environmentally sensitive area approaches applicable for 

future land use planning and management in Langkawi. Figure 1 outlines the conceptual and 

research frameworks applied in the Langkawi study. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual and Research Framework for the Environmental Sensitivity Evaluation 
Applied in the Langkawi Study 

 

 

 

2.2.3 Application of the MEDALUS model in Europe 

The Mediterranean desertification and land use (MEDALUS) model (Kosmas et al., 1999) is one of 

the most common and widely used environmental sensitivity evaluation methods applied to date 

(Salvati, 2012).  It focuses on recognition of ESAs through multi-factor approaches, based on four 

quality indices namely soil, climate vegetation and management quality. These indices define the 

final environmental sensitivity area index (ESAI). Three groups of ESAs are distinguished in this 

model: “critical”; “fragile”; and “potential”. As this approach is considered to be simple, flexible, robust, 

widely applicable, and adaptable to new information and updates, the standard MEDALUS model 

has been modified or adjusted over the years in several studies with introduction of new parameters 

(Ferrara et al., 2010; Bakr et al., 2012).Despite its broad acceptance, the application of the standard 

or adjusted MEDALUS model has generally been limited to areas experiencing desertification and 

land degradation, particularly in the Mediterranean region and Western Asian countries such as Iran 

and Egypt.  

2.2.4 Eco-environmental sensitivity evaluation in China, India and Chinese Taipei  

ESA approaches as evidenced in the Langkawi case have been widely applied in China (Li et al., 

2003; Pan and Dong, 2006; Liu et al., 2008; Dong et al., 2011; Pan et al.,2012; Zhou et al., 2012; 

Wu et al., 2013), and less so in other Asian countries such as India (Gadgil et al., 2011) and Chinese 

Taipei (Huang et al., 2010). In China this approach has generally been employed in areas with 

reasonably large or provincial scale (Dai et al., 2012). As is the case with the Uruguay and Langkawi 

examples, ESA approaches in China have often employed multi-criteria techniques and fuzzy-matter 

element models in the ranking of assessment indicators (Zhang et al., 2011; Liu et al., 2012).  
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Dai et al (2012) describe an ESA evaluation undertaken in An Hui Province of China, which was 

selected by the Government in 2003 to be the first “ecological province fulfilling sustainable 

development requirements in 20 years”. An eco-environmental sensitivity assessment was 

conducted using remote sensing and GIS techniques to assess water, atmosphere, land, geology 

and habitat factors. The conditions of these natural factors were determined based on an indicator 

system tailored to the provincial context, such as: acid rain for atmosphere; surface water quality for 

water; distribution of wetlands for habitat; soil condition for land; and seismic intensity for geology. 

The Analytical Hierarchy Process was used to set reliable weights for each indicator, bearing in mind 

that weights varied depending on different locations within the Province. The numerical data for each 

indicator were then classified into five levels, i.e. extreme/high/moderate/low/non-sensitivity based 

on relevant national and international grading standards.  

Through calculation and spatial overlay analysis, spatial distribution characteristics of eco-

environmental sensitivity were obtained and could be used to determine suitability and restriction 

zones of development activities. Recommendations on suitable economic activities were 

subsequently made regarding each category of spatial distribution. It was also recommended that 

an ecological security pattern, composing one ecological functional core, four ecological functional 

zones, six functional belts and three functional corridors should be developed to ensure 

environmental and ecological sustainability in the Province.  

2.2.5 Major Function Oriented Zoning/Development Priority Zoning in China 

Eco-environmental sensitivity evaluation has been redesigned by the Chinese government to 

become a central component of land use planning in the 11th Five Year Plan.  Known synonymously 

as Major Function Oriented Zoning (MFOZ) or Development Priority Zoning (DPZ), the goal is to 

promote the formation of priority development zones. The technical approaches to DPZ have been 

extensively analysed in the academic literature (Wu et al., 2012, Fang et al., 2008, Fan et al., 2009 

and 2012). The planning process identifies four different types of land, as follows: 

1. Optimized development zones: regions with high density land development and a declining 
resource and environmental carrying capacity; 

2. Prioritized development zones: regions with relatively strong resource endowment and 
environmental carrying capacity as well as favourable conditions for the agglomeration of 
economic activities and people; 

3. Restricted development zones: regions with weak resource endowment and environmental 
carrying capacity, poor conditions for agglomeration of economic activities and people, and 
which are crucial to wider regional or national ecological security 

4. Prohibited development zones: legally established nature reserves. 

The designation of these areas supplements other dimensions of Chinese regional development 

policy, such as: support for the development of four large territorial entities and old revolutionary 

bases and border areas; the poverty reduction programme for poverty counties; and, the 

partnerships between eastern and western provinces. 

To define these four classes of area, nine main quantitative and one qualitative indicator are used 

with, at a provincial level, administrative counties employed as the building blocks. The quantitative 

indicators include: the availability of cultivable land; the availability of water resources; environmental 

carrying capacity; the degree of ecosystem fragility; ecological importance; the potential impact of 

natural disasters; the degree of centralized population; the level of economic development measured 

by Gross Domestic Product per head; and the degree of communications advantage. The main 

qualitative indicator is called strategic choice. These indicators are further described in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Indicators used in Development Priority Zoning 

No.  Index Meaning Indicator 

1 Available land resources Evaluate the carrying capacity of residual 
or potential available land resources on 
future population agglomeration, 
industrialization and urbanization 
development in a region 

Quantity  

Quality 

Concentration scale of suitable 
backup construction land 

2 Available water resources Evaluate supporting capacity of residual 
or potential available water resources on 
future social and economic development 
in a region 

Water resource abundance 

Available quantity 

Usage potential 

3 Environmental capacity Evaluate the pollutants intake capacity of 
a region as a precondition of eco-
environment not exposed to hazards 

Atmospheric environment 

Water environmental capacity 

Comprehensive environmental 
capacity 

4 Ecological vulnerability Integrated index to characterize national 
or regional scale eco-environment 
vulnerability 

Desertification vulnerability 

Soil erosion vulnerability 

Rock desertification vulnerability 

5 Ecological importance Integrated index to characterize national 
or regional scale ecological systems 
structures and functional importance 

Water resource conservation 
importance 

Soil water conservation 
importance 

Windbreak and sand fixation 
importance  

Biodiversity and special 
ecosystem importance 

6 Natural disaster hazard Index to evaluate the potential of natural 
disasters and the severity of disaster loss 
in a specific region 

Flood disaster hazard 

Geological disaster hazard 

Earthquake disaster hazard 

Tropical storm surge hazard 

7 Degree of population 
agglomeration 

Integrated index designed to evaluate 
current population agglomeration status 
in a region 

Population density 

Population flow intensity 

8 Economic development 
level 

Describe current economic development 
status and growth dynamics in a region 

Per capita regional GDP 

Growth rate of regional GDP 

9 Transport dominance level Integrated index designed to evaluate the 
current transport level in a region 

Road network density 

Spatial influence scope of main 
transport roads 

Transport distance from the 
central city 

10 Strategic selection Evaluate the difference in development 
policy background and strategic selection 
in each region 

Consisting of regional policies 
such as china’s west 
development, revitalize northeast 

 

In the case of restricted and prohibited development areas, classification also involves a 

consideration of function, requirements of the landscape and ecological system, contemporary 

conditions of land use and the distribution of sand deposition, the conservation of water supply 

resources, nature reserves and ecological reserves of comprehensive economic regions. The 

various factors are combined in three ways to derive three regionalizations. A fourth regionalization 

is a combination of the first three. 

The methodological approach to DPZ consists of the following steps: 
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1. Generic quantitative and qualitative indicators are applied; 

2. Identification of the boundaries of the zoning with computing used to simulate major geographic 
characteristics, analyzing the impact and magnitude of urbanization and the demarcation 
between regions by urban systems and ecological value systems; 

3. Central government engaged in bargaining with local authorities; 

4. Large-scale field surveys are conducted; 

5. Multiple options of zoning are put forward after considering the requirement to optimize spatial 
structure, coordinate regional development, guarantee ecological and food safety, and 
intensively and efficiently construct urban agglomeration under the premise of overall national 
fiscal restraints. 

2.3 Defining Different Approaches to Environmental Protection Planning and Ecological 
Function Zoning: Similarities and Differences 

The approaches to environmental protection planning outlined in Section 2.2 share some 

commonalities. First, they all involve “situation analysis” or assessment of current environmental, 

economic, and social status. Second, they result in the creation of land use maps presenting the 

intersection between economic activities and environmental conditions. Third, they apply GIS 

techniques and remote sensing to show spatial distribution of land based on selected categories, ie 

different environmental sensitivity zones, or different development prioritization zones.  

There are, however, differences in the approaches outlined above. Possibly the most significant is 

the way in which spatial distribution categories are considered. In the ESA approaches, the focus is 

entirely on charting environmental sensitivity. In many of the initiatives, the predominant philosophy 

is to value most highly the categories of ecosystem services that underpin economic development. 

The end zoning result, therefore, could be considered to be environmental regulation-based. With 

DPZ, however, the focus is on the optimization of land for development, with ecosystem services 

being somehow “balanced” against other demands on natural resources. It could be said, then, that 

the end result is development regulation-based.  

2.4 Experience with Environmental Protection Planning in Vietnam 

There is already considerable experience with EPP at different jurisdictional levels in Vietnam 

(mostly Provincial and city-level). Worthy of brief summary are the following: 

• Quang Ninh PPC (2014), Environmental Planning of Quang Ninh Province to 2020: Vision to 
2030.  

• Truong Quang Hai (2007), Spatial organization for rational land use and environmental 
protection in Uong Bi Town by functional sub-areas. 

• Hien Le Thi Thu (2009), Application GIS on environmental zoning and management (Case study 
in Sontay, Hanoi, Vietnam). 

2.4.1 Environmental Planning of Quang Ninh Province 

The most extensive EPP work yet done in Vietnam was produced for the Quang Ninh PPC/DoNRE 

by the Japanese consulting firm Nippon Koei in 2014. This extremely detailed document attempts to 

draw links to many national and provincial planning strategies/policies, but it is not clear whether it 

has directly influenced the design of the Quang Ninh SEDMP to 2020 with Vision to 2030.  

In many respects, the Quang Ninh EPP follows the structure and required content of provincial EPP 

as laid out in the LEP (2014) and Decree 18. It includes chapters dealing with: 

• current environmental status; 

• environmental planning framework; 

• forecasted impacts, targets, and proposed projects in a range of sectors (water, air, solid waste, 
biodiversity, and climate change); 

• an environmental zoning system; and, 
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• a priority project implementation schedule.  

One of the most significant outcomes from the Quang Ninh EPP work is the environmental zoning 

map, shown below as Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: Environmental Zoning Map: Quang Ninh Province 

 

2.4.2 Uong Bi Town  

Uong Bi is the western gateway of Quang Ninh Province. It is a national centre for tourism, coal 

mining and thermal power production. In a 2007 journal article, Truong Quang Hai summarizes a 

proposed scientific-based spatial organization of land use and environmental protection by eight 

functional sub-areas in the Uong Bi Town area. The process steps used to determine these 

functional areas is shown in Figure 3, and the resulting environmental zoning map is shown in Figure 

4. 
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Figure 3: Research procedure for spatial organization of land use and environmental 
protection in Uong Bi Town 
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Figure 4: Environmental Zoning Map: Uong Bi Town 

 

 

2.4.3 Environmental Zoning and Management in Sontay, Hanoi 

Sontay is part of the Hanoi conurbation, with diversified geographical and geomorphologic features. 

Its socio-economic master development plan (2015-2020) listed urban expansion; the establishment 

of a central political and cultural zone; the development of a tourism sector; and landscape 

conservation as its priorities. GIS was used for environmental zoning to divide the city into four 

different zones in order to identify environmental management opportunities based on the following 

four distinct development characteristics, ie. Urban and cultural tourism development; eco-tourism 

and agricultural development; industrial and vegetation plantation development; and rural-industry 

mix area.  

“Suitability analysis” was undertaken, using a GIS database and expert opinion, to assess the 

suitability of development activities in relation to location-specific environmental carrying capacity. A 

multi-criteria spatial analysis tool was applied for generating the suitability maps. Specific steps 

included: 

• identifying social-economic development goals and trends; 

• establishing criteria for assessing suitability for various human activities (see Table 2); 

• applying GIS software to generate suitability maps; and,  

• evaluating outputs and generating proposals for decision-makers on environmental 
management solutions.  
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Table 2. Criteria for assessing environmental landscape suitability for human activities 

 Topography 
(elevation, 
slop and 
direction) 

Geology and 
geomorphology 
(stratum, 
foundation 
stone, risks, 
faults, 
vulnerability) 

Hydrological 
system 
(density, 
lakes and 
distance) 

Soil 
(type, 
quality 
and 
erosion) 

Land 
use 
and 
land 
cover 

Environmental 
qualities 

Infrastructure 
(road, hotel, 
restaurant, 
hospital) 

Cultural 
condition 
(pagoda, 
festival) 

Urban 
settlement 

        

Build up 
area for 
industry 

        

Tourism 
development 

        

Agriculture         

 

When the results of the suitability analysis were compared to the zoning presented in the social-

economic master development plan, 55% of the urban development, 60% of industrial expansion, 

and 37% of agricultural activities would take place within the areas identified as being “suitable”. 

Approximately 11% of the new urban areas, 5% of planned industrial expansion, and 40% of 

agricultural activities would be undertaken on under-suitable or low-suitable land. Four 

environmental zones were subsequently proposed to ensure alignment between economic activities 

and environmental carrying capacity. Priorities for environmental management in each of the zones 

were identified. These included: 

• Urban and cultural tourism development zone: rebuild sewage system and extend buffer zone 
to protect Duong Lam village from accelerated construction and resource extraction activities. 

• Eco-tourism and agricultural development zone: water quality monitoring needs to be prioritized. 

• Industrial and vegetation plantation zone: industrial pollution control. 

• Rural-industrial mix area: set up a buffer area between factories and rural settlements and 
institute industrial pollution control.  
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Section 3:  Environmental Protection Planning and the Vietnamese Regulatory 
System 

3.1 Introduction 

The brief outline of requirements for EPP as presented in the LEP (2014), and Decree 18 do not fully 

define how EPP should be undertaken, and what its relationship should be to other aspects of 

planning law, such as the making of socio-economic development plans at national and provincial 

levels. Hence the need for the proposed Circular. There is a need to further define EPP so that firm 

guidance can be provided in the Circular to MoNRE and PPC officers who will be responsible for 

developing EPPs. 

3.2 Where does Environmental Protection Planning fit within the Planning Regulatory 
System? 

It is important to understand where EPP should fit within the overall regulatory system for planning. 

There is therefore a need for a brief summary or “map” of the extent of the regulatory system. The 

planning system can be thought of as being categorized according to the following four groups2: 

Group 1: Socio-economic development master planning, pursuant to Decree no. 92/2006/ND-CP (7 
September 2006) and Decree no. 04/2008/ND-CP (11 January 2008); developed for national level, 
regional level, special territories, provincial and district levels. The Ministry of Planning and 
Investment is the focal point for state management. 

Group 2: Sectoral and product development planning, mainly pursuant to Decree no. 92/2006/ND- 
CP (7 September 2006) and Decree no. 04/2008/ND-CP (11 January 2008), together with 58 related 
Decrees. Developed at national, regional, provincial levels. Ministry of Industry and Technology is 
the focal point for state management. 

Group 3: Development planning (including urban planning) where the Ministry of Construction is the 
focal point for state management. Implemented in accordance with the Construction Law, Urban 
Planning Law, Capital Law, and two Decrees guiding the Construction Law and Urban Planning Law. 
Further: 

*  Regional development planning works at the level of inter-provincial region, provincial region, 
function-specific region, inter-district region, regions along highways, and inter-province 
economic corridors. 

*  Function-specific zone planning is established for functional zones such as: economic zones, 
industrial parks, export processing zones, hi-tech parks, tourism areas, eco-areas, preservation 
areas. 

*  Rural development planning at the commune level and for rural residential areas.  Rural 
development planning is being implemented by localities, in accordance with the National 
Target Program on New Rural Development for the period 2010-2020, approved by the Prime 
Minister in Decision no. 800/QD-TTg, dated 04 June2010. 

*  Urban planning including overall planning orientation for the national urban system; urban 
planning for centrally-run cities and urban technical planning of centrally-run cities; urban 
planning for cities under province, commune, town, new urban areas. 

Group 4: Land-use, mineral and natural resources, environmental planning, with the Ministry of 
Natural Resources and Environment as the focal point of state management. Of which: 

*  Land-use planning is being implemented in accordance with the Land Law and Decrees guiding 
the Land Law. Plans are developed at national, provincial, district and commune level (Land 
Law 2013 has removed land-use planning at commune level). 

*  Mineral and natural resources and environmental planning is guided by six Laws or Ordinances 
and 10 related Decrees. These plans are mainly established at the national and provincial levels 
(except for forestry development planning and water resources planning). 

                                                           
2Adapted from Vu Quang Cac (2015), Challenges in Development Planning Sector in Vietnam. Proceeding of the 
International Workshop on Drafting of the Planning Bill: International Best Practices and Suggestions for Vietnam. Hanoi, 
August 24th. 
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If this overall system is followed for the period of 2011-2020, the Ministry of Planning and Investment 

estimates that 19,285 plans need to be developed and approved. 

What does this categorization mean for Environmental Protection Planning? While it is clear that 

MoNRE has carriage of EPP as mandated by the 2014 LEP, it also seems clear that many plans, in 

all four groups, should be influenced by national and provincial EPP. Unfortunately, there is no clarity 

in either the 2014 LEP or Decree 18 about how EPP should influence the development of the plans 

described in the abovementioned groups or how MoNRE should work with respective planning and 

line ministries in feeding EPP results into the formulation of other plans. Some limited regulatory 

direction is provided, however, in the Land Law (2013) and in the proposed new Planning Law. 

3.3 The Linkage between EPP and Planning as Envisaged in the New Planning Law 

Requirements for EPP are clearly laid out in the LEP (2014). It is also clear that MoNRE has 

considerable power over land use planning. For example, Article 42 of the Land Law (2013) states 

that: 

“1. The Government shall organize the formulation of national master plans and plans on land use. The 
Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment shall assume the prime responsibility for assisting the 
Government in formulating national master plans and plans on land use”. 

The LEP (2014) spells out the required relationship between EPP and socio-economic development 

planning. Article 3, clause 1 of Decree 18 states that: 

“the EPP shall be formulated in conformity with socio-economic development planning in the 2021 - 2030 
period, oriented to 2040 including national EPP and provincial EPP”.  

Article 1, clause 3 of the Decree clarifies the EPP-socio-economic development plan relationship 

further with regard to Province-level EPP. It states that: 

“Provincial EPP shall be formulated in the form of separate reports or combined with the master planning 
for socio-economic development and contain following contents”. 

It seems clear then that the national level EPP should be a “free-standing” product that is not 

integrated into the national SEDP process, unlike the situation at the provincial level where EPP can 

be “combined” with socio-economic development master planning. It is therefore somewhat 

uncertain as to how national level EPP should influence the design and content of national SEDPs.  

The most recent drafts of the Planning Bill complicate matters even further at the national level. For 

example, it is envisaged that there will be a “national comprehensive plan”, sitting above national 

sectoral plans, a national marine spatial plan, and national infrastructure plans (see Figure 5).  
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Figure 5: Proposed Structure of the new Planning System3 

 

 

Appendix 1 of the Planning Bill lists “national environmental protection plan” as a required sectoral 

plan. According to the new structure, this means that the National EPP… which would presumably 

be developed under the auspices of MoNRE would not necessarily influence the National 

Comprehensive Plan unless a bottom-up approach is used in its formulation. It will also be difficult 

for the National EPP to influence sector strategy development, which it should in theory do, given 

that the environmental zoning aspect of EPP is in part focused on identifying suitable locations for 

development activities within the bounds of environmental carrying capacity.  

There is no specific mention of Provincial EPPs in the Planning Bill. However, it seems clear that the 

new planning system would facilitate the relationship between EPP and the design of provincial 

socio-economic development planning as mandated by Article 1, clause 3 of Decree 18. 

3.4 The Relationship between EPP and SEA 

Another area of some regulatory uncertainty is what the relationship should be between SEA (as 

mandated by Section 2 of the LEP (2014), and by Chapter 3 of Decree 18) and EPP. For example, 

Article 14 of the LEP (2014) states that: 

“2. The strategic environment assessment must be carried out simultaneously with the process for 
preparing the strategy, planning and proposal. 

3. The final result of the strategic environment assessment must be checked and incorporated into the 
strategy, planning and proposal”. 

This Article of the LEP is well supported, and extended, by the proposed new Planning Law. For 

example, Article 23 of the Planning Bill (“strategic environmental assessment in the plan formulation 

process”) states that: 

                                                           
3 Ministry of Planning and Investment (2015), The Planning Bill: Opportunities for Integrating Ecosystem Services into 
Development Planning. Hanoi, November.  
 



19 

 

“1. The agency in charge of organization of plan formulation are holding responsibilities for preparing the 
strategic environmental assessment report for such plan;  

2. The strategic environmental assessment report is a part of the plan and must be made concurrently 
with the plan formulation process;  

3. The content of strategic environmental assessment report for plans is regulated by the Environmental 
Protection Law;  

4. The appraisal of strategic environmental assessment reports is carried out before the plan appraisal”.  

While the link between SEA and strategies, plans and programs (SPP) making seems clear, the 

regulations do not specify how EPP should be timed/scheduled in relation to SEA. It is suggested 

that the baseline data collected as part of the development of an EPP should feed directly into SEA, 

when the latter is undertaken as part of socio-economic plan development. Further, the zoning 

aspect of EPP should feed directly into the development of the relevant socio-economic development 

plan. In this sense, the outcomes of EPP would be “split” when they are applied to either SEA or 

socio-economic plan development. 

The Circular certainly needs to clarify this relationship, otherwise it will be unclear as to how each 

“tool” should influence the design of relevant SPPs. The worst case scenario could be a situation 

where there is a tussle between the proponents of EPP and SEA for influence or where both are 

ignored in the development of SPPs. 

3.5 The Linkage between EPP and the 2012 National Environmental Protection Strategy to 
2020 with a Vision to 2030 

Another area of uncertainty relates to what the relationship should be between EPP and the National 

Environmental Protection Strategy4. The Strategy is actually quite clear about how the need for 

“ecosystem-based functional zoning”. For example: 

“A set of environmental criteria should be researched, developed and applied for regional and sector 
socio-economic development planning; research and experiments on ecosystem-based functional zoning 
should be carried out to support regional development planning with a view to clarifying which regions 
should be given priority in or be restricted from, undertaking industrial development and/or mineral mining 
activities to reduce unexpected conflicts between socio-economic development and environmental 
protection”. 

While this is not mandated in any regulatory instrument, it is suggested that the Strategy should 

directly inform the making of the national EPP, and provincial EPPs.  

                                                           
4 Decision of the Prime Minister Decision 1216/QĐ-TTg on September 05, 2012. 
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Section 4: Suggestions, Recommendations and Remaining Questions 

4.1 Proposed Contents of the Circular on EPP 

Preliminary ideas for the structure and content of the proposed Circular are as follows: 

• detailed listing of the required contents of a national EPP;  

• detailed listing of the required contents of a provincial EPP;  

• timing/scheduling/linkage between EPP and the development of specific SPPs; 

• linkage between EPP and SEA, EPP and National Environmental Protection Strategy; 

• stages in the production of an EPP;  

• institutional arrangements and stakeholder engagement in producing an EPP at the 
national and provincial levels; and,  

• process for gaining approval for EPPs, and their revision.  

In addition, the EPP Circular may have to be amended to reflect the new planning system, when the 

Planning Bill becomes law. 

Recommendation 1 

The Circular should be structured according to the above dot points. 

4.2 What should be the content of EPPs under the Current LEP (2014)? 

The required content of national and provincial EPPs will need to be clarified in discussions that 

focus on this Position Paper. However, it is possible at this stage to specify the following fundamental 

requirements: 

(i) Basic focus 

EPP should apply the Environmentally Sensitive Area (ESA) (also known as “eco-environmental 

sensitivity evaluation”) approach to zoning, and not the Major Function Oriented 

Zoning/Development Priority Zoning approach. This is because EPP should focus directly on 

charting environmental sensitivity and valuing the ecosystem services that underpin economic 

development. It is not the role of EPP to present a development-focused zoning system that attempts 

to balance environmental priorities with economic development priorities. 

Recommendation 2 

EPP should adopt an Environmentally Sensitive Area approach to zoning. 

(ii) Framework approach 

EPP at both national and provincial levels should follow the generally understood steps associated 

with ESA approaches. These steps are outlined in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6:  Conceptual Framework for the ESA Approach to Environmental Protection 
Planning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation 3 

MoNRE should adopt the general framework outlined in Figure 6 for environmental protection 
planning at both national and provincial levels. 

(iii)  Technical Guidance Note 

The required content of national and provincial EPPs will be need to be specified, so that MoNRE 

and PPC officers can be certain of what is required of them. The Circular should provide general 

direction, but fine-level direction will need to be provided in a separate Technical Guidance Note. 

Recommendation 4 

A Technical Guidance Note should be produced to assist MoNRE and PPC officers responsible for 
developing EPPs. It should be completed by the end of 2016. 

4.3 Remaining Questions about Regulatory Coordination 

During the course of discussions about the content of EPPs and the structure of the Circular, a 

number of questions need to be addressed: 

Question (i) It is somewhat uncertain as to how national level EPP should influence the design and 

content of national SEDPs.  

Recommendation 5 

In the version of the Circular that is based on existing law, the Circular should make clear what the 
relationship should be between the National EPP and national socio-economic development plans. 

6. Environmental sensitivity evaluation 

7. Generation of results and ESA zoning maps 

8. Prioritization of environmental projects 

1. Determination of ESA elements (national or 
provincial area) 

2. Selection of assessment indicators (through 
consultation with experts 

3. Determination of weights for indicators using 
a multi-criteria analysis tool 

4. Baseline data collection as specified in Clause 
2 of Decree 18 

5. Development of an ESA spatial model using a 
GIS 
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In the version of the Circular that is based on the situation when the new Planning Law is 

promulgated, the Circular should specify (a) how the National EPP should inform the new Regional 

Plans, (b) how the National EPP should inform Provincial EPPs, and in turn how these Provincial 

EPPs should influence the proposed new Provincial Plans. 

Question (ii) There is uncertainty about the link between EPP and SEA 

Recommendation 6 

The environmental baseline data produced as part of EPP should feed directly into SEA of socio-
economic development plans. The ESA zoning component of EPP should feed directly into the 
making of socio-economic development plans. Both versions of the Circular need to clarify this 
relationship, otherwise it will be unclear as to how each “tool” should influence the design of relevant 
SPPs. The worst case scenario could be a situation where there is a tussle between the proponents 
of EPP and SEA for influence … or where both are ignored in the development of SPPs. 

Question (iii) Uncertainty about the link between EPP and the National Environmental Protection 

Strategy. 

Recommendation 7 

The National Environmental Protection Strategy should directly inform the making of the national 
EPP, and provincial EPPs. This requirement should be specified in both versions of the Circular.   
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Appendix 1: Regulatory Instruments With Reference to EPP 

Resolution No. 24-NQ/TW Active in response to climate change, improvement of natural resource 

management and environmental protection 

“Making the functional zoning based on ecological characteristics, potential resources and adaption to 

climate change as a basis for development planning, marine spatial planning and development space on 

land; integrating the objectives in response to climate change, natural resource management and 

environmental protection in the development planning of sectors, fields and social-economic economic 

development planning - social, ensuring national defence and security of localities.”  

Law on Environmental Protection (2014) 

Article 9. Basic contents of the planning for environmental protection 

1. The national-level planning for environmental protection consists of the basic contents as follows: 

a) Assessment on current environmental status, environmental management, prediction for trends towards 

environmental and climate changes; 

b) Environmental zoning; 

c) Biodiversity and forest conservation;  

d) Environmental management of sea, islands and river basins; 

dd) Waste management; 

e) Environmental protection infrastructure; environmental monitoring system;  

g) Planning maps representing contents prescribed at Points b, c, d, dd and e of this Clause;  

h) Resources required for the implementation; 

i) Implementation. 

2. The provincial-level planning for environmental protection must align with the specific conditions that exist 

in each locality through a separate or integrated planning as per the general planning for the socio-economic 

development. 

3. Details of this Article shall be regulated by the Government. 

Article 10. Responsibility for preparing the planning for environmental protection 

1. The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment shall prepare the national-level planning for 

environmental protection. 

2. People’s Committees of centrally-governed cities and provinces (hereinafter referred to as provincial 

People’s Committee) shall take charge of formulating processes or preparing the local planning for 

environmental protection. 

Article 11. Consultation on, inspection and approval of the planning for environmental protection 

1. Consultation on the preparation of the planning for environmental protection is regulated as follows: 

a) The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment shall consult with Ministries, regulatory agencies and 

provincial People’s Committees in writing and hold an official consultation with relevant regulatory agencies 

and organizations during the preparation of the national-level planning for environmental protection;  

b) Provincial People’s Committees shall consult with departments, regulatory agencies and People’s 

Committees of a district, town or city (hereinafter referred to as district-level People's Committee) in writing 

and hold an official consultation with relevant regulatory agencies and organizations during the preparation 

of the provincial-level planning for environmental protection. 

2. Inspection and approval of the planning for environmental protection shall be required as follows: 

a) The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment shall establish a Council for interdisciplinary 

inspection and prepare the national-level planning for environmental protection for submission to the Prime 

Minister with the intent to seeking the approval for that planning.  

b) Provincial People’s Committee shall inspect and approve the report on the provincial-level planning for 

environmental protection after obtaining written advice from the Ministry of Natural Resources and 

Environment.  

3. Details of this Article shall be regulated by the Government. 

Article 12. Review and modification of the planning for environmental protection 
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1. The planning for environmental protection must be periodically rechecked, revised and assessed in terms 

of the developmental process of that planning in order to make any proper adjustment thereto for the 

purpose of enabling the planning to conform to the socio-economic development conditions in each period. 

Time span for the periodical review of the planning for environmental protection shall be within a period of 5 

years that begins with the approval date.  

2. Adjustment and revision to the planning for environmental protection shall be commenced whenever the 

strategy for socio-economic development, national defense and security maintenance at national level or 

provincial level is adjusted. Such efforts shall be made in accordance with regulations specified in Articles 8, 

9, 10 and 11 enshrined in this Law and other legal instruments.  

Decree 18(No. 18/2015/ND-CP) on Environmental Protection Planning, Strategic Environmental 

Assessment, Environmental Impact Assessment and Environmental Protection Plans 

Chapter II 

ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION PLANNING 

Article 3. Formulation of EPP  

1. The EPP shall be formulated in conformity with socio-economic development planning in the 2021 - 

2030 period, oriented to 2040 including national EPP and provincial EPP.  

2. The national EPP shall contain: 

a) Development and objectives of management of forest environment, biodiversity conservation; 

b) Practical condition of marine, island, or basin environment; objectives and solutions for conservation 

of natural resources and marine, island, or basin environment; 

c) Practical condition of emissions and ambient air quality; objectives and solutions for the development 

activities with large emission sources; 

d) Practical condition of soil degradation or pollution; objectives and solutions for prevention of soil 

degradation or pollution, restoration of polluted or degraded areas; 

dd) Practical condition of water pollution; objectives and solutions for management of sewage and water 

environment protection; 

e) Practical condition of collection, processing and objectives and solutions for management of domestic 

solid waste, industrial solid waste, hazardous waste; 

g) Practical condition of monitoring networks and environmental monitoring; objectives and planning for 

monitoring networks and environmental monitoring; 

h) Environmental zoning according to objectives of development, protection, conservation and responses 

to climate change; 

i) Priority programs or projects for environment protection and environmental parameters; 

k) Maps or diagrams of the planning areas; 

l) Resources used for EPP; inspection and observation of implementation of EPP.  

3. Provincial EPP shall be formulated in the form of separate reports or combined with the master 

planning for socio-economic development and contain following contents: 

a) The provincial EPP in the form of separate reports must contain information as prescribed in Clause 2 

of this Article and specific information about geographic location, natural environmental condition, 

economic - social characteristics of the local government where the planning is formulated; 

b) The EPP in the form of combination with the provincial master planning for socio-economic 

development must contain the information prescribed in Clause 2 of this Article and additional 

information about geographic location, natural environmental condition, economic - social characteristics 

of the local government where the planning is formulated; the information about resources used for 

implementation of EPP, implementation and inspection, observation of implementation of EPP shall be 

combined with equivalent information of the planning for socio-economic development. 

4. The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment shall provide guidance on process of draft 

formulation and approval for EPP. 
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5. The agency in charge of formulation of EPP must study and acquire opinions of agencies or 

organizations; send the application for EPP assessment prescribed in Clause 1 Article 4 of this Decree 

to the competent agencies prescribed in Clause 2 Article 11 of the Law on Environment protection for 

assessment. 

Article 4. Assessment of EPP  

1. The assessment of EPP: 

a) The national and provincial EPP in the form of separate reports shall be assessed by the EPP 

assessment council established by the Heads of the agency in charge of EPP assessment prescribed in 

Clause 2 Article 11 of the Law on environmental protection.  

Members of the EPP assessment council shall consist of: 01 President, 01 Vice President where 

necessary, 02 Opponent members, 01 Secretary member and a number of members including 

representatives of the agencies at the same levels with the planning, Natural Resources and 

Environment; Industry and Trade; Construction; Agriculture and Rural Development; Transport; Culture, 

Sports and Tourisms; Planning and Investment and relevant fields; 

b) The EPP in the form of combination with the general planning for socio-economic development: The 

People’s Committee of provinces and central-affiliated cities (hereinafter referred to as the People’s 

Committee of provinces) shall conduct the assessment concurrently with assessment of general 

planning for provincial socio-economic development. 

2. Application for national and provincial EPP assessment in the form of separate reports: 

a) The national EPP shall contain an application for EPP assessment filed by the agency in charge of the 

planning and a draft of national EPP; 

b) The provincial EPP in the form of separate reports shall contain an application for EPP assessment 

filed by the agency in charge of the planning and a draft of provincial EPP in the form of separate 

reports; 

3. The EPP assessment council must assess the content of EPP and give the assessment results; the 

operation of EPP assessment council shall comply with regulations of the Ministry of Natural Resources 

and Environment. 

4. The agency in charge of EPP assessment shall follow procedures below to support the EPP 

assessment council: 

a) Collect independent critical opinions from socio-political organizations, social organizations, socio-

professional organizations and experts in the environmental field; 

b) Hold meetings, seminars related to EPP. 

5. The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment shall provide guidance on forms of application for 

assessment; organization and operation of EPP assessment council; formulation and issuance of 

technical guidelines for EPP. 

Article 5. Approval for national EPP  

1. The agency in charge of formulation of national EPP shall complete the content of national EPP, and 

then send it to the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment together with the written explanation 

for acquirement of assessment of suggestions. 

2. The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment shall file an application for national EPP approval, 

including: 

a) A report on formulation and assessment of national EPP of the Minister of Natural Resources and 

Environment sent to the Prime Minister: 

b) A draft of national EPP which is amended according to the research and acquirement of assessment 

and suggestions; 

c) A draft of Approval for national EPP issued by the Prime Minister, which represents objectives of 

national EPP, priority programs or projects for environment protection, environmental parameters, 

resources, responsibility of the organization implementing and inspecting and observing the national 

EPP. 
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Article 6. Approval for provincial EPP  

1. With regard to provincial EPP in the form of separate reports, an application for EPP approval shall 

include: 

a) A report on formulation, assessment and acquirement of the agency in charge of provincial EPP sent 

to the People’s Committee of the province; 

b) A draft of provincial EPP; 

c) Assessment comments of the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment on content of provincial 

EPP; 

d) A draft of Approval for provincial EPP issued by the President of the People’s Committee of the 

province, which represent objectives of provincial EPP, priority programs or projects for environment 

protection, environmental parameters, resources, responsibility of the organization implementing and 

inspecting and observing the provincial EPP. 

2. With regard to the provincial EPP in the combination with the general planning for socio-economic 

development, President of the People’s Committee of the province shall approve the content of EPP 

after receiving the assessment comments in writing on content of EPP of the Ministry of Natural 

Resources and Environment. 

Article 7. Disclosure of EPP  

1. The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment shall send the Approval for national EPP to 

relevant Ministries or agencies and the People’s Committee of the provinces within 05 working days from 

the date of issue; 

2. The People’s Committee of the province shall send the Approval for provincial EPP to relevant 

Services or agencies and the People’s Committee of the districts and the Ministry of Natural Resources 

and Environment within 05 working days from the date of issue; 

3. The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment shall post the Approval and major content of the 

national EPP on their website and other means within 30 working days from the date of issue. 

4. The People’s Committee of the province shall post the Approval and major content of the provincial 

EPP on their website and other means within 30 working days from the date of issue. 


