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1.  This sector assessment1 summarizes food safety management in the context of sanitary 
and phytosanitary (SPS) measures and points to major issues and challenges for the developing 
food product trade and human health management in Viet Nam.2 The implications have a clear 
subregional dimension—the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) faces (i) weak harmonization 
and coordination with regional and international SPS and food safety requirements, 
(ii) insufficient institutional contacts between countries and lack of trust in each other's systems, 
and (iii) major capacity gaps.3 The performance of SPS and food safety systems directly 
contributes to sector outcomes in relation to (i) trade and industry (through a wide range of 
processed food products in particular, but also tourism enterprises); (ii) agriculture and natural 
resources (i.e., as the source of food products, and through exports and imports);4 and (iii) health 
(particularly as a result of deficiencies in food safety management). 
 

A. Trade Performance, Food Safety Issues, and Implications 
 

2. Trade in the GMS is growing rapidly; trade in SPS-affected products (including food) even 
more so. As incomes rose across most GMS countries, total recorded GMS exports of agriculture, 
food, and forestry (AFF) products (for which SPS measures apply) reached $9.27 billion in 
2009—a more than fourfold increase since 2000 or an average annual growth rate of over 10%. 
Viet Nam's AFF exports in 2009 amounted to about $2 billion. Tourist arrivals reached more than 
5 million in 2010, an increase of 30% over 2009. 

 

3.  Food safety issues. Performance of SPS and food safety systems directly affects 
regional and national investment climates, and levels of private profitability: (i) weak 
implementation of health control measures can involve high risks for investors; (ii) food-poisoning 
outbreaks and poor public response capacity can result in blanket bans or imposition of costly 
technical product requirements; and (iii) SPS and food safety management capacity contributes 
to human well-being and incomes by protecting against trade-related health hazards. Food safety 
requirements in most countries are tightening, driven by increasing consumer concern and 
awareness, urbanization, modern lifestyles, food scares and scandals, and by responses by 
regulators and food companies to food safety incidents.  
 

4.  Viet Nam is characterized by multi-tier food product markets, in most of which the demand 
for assurance standards is low, and public capacity for surveillance, risk analysis, and diagnostics 
and testing is limited. Current diagnostics and testing systems in Viet Nam‘s laboratories are not 
sufficiently harmonized across institutions and do not always meet international standards (e.g., 
ISO/IEC 17025). Participation in international proficiency testing is partial. Science-based 

                                                 
1
 This material is summarized from the supplementary document (Detailed Food Safety Management Issues Sector 

Assessment) accessible from the list of linked documents in Appendix 2 of the report and recommendation of the 
President.  

2
 This project has been developed in parallel with the regional SPS project for Cambodia and the Lao People's 

Democratic Republic, and associated technical assistance, which the Asian Development Bank (ADB) approved on 
26 June 2012. The proposed project focuses on SPS handling and food safety and will form part of the regional SPS 
project once approved. SPS measures under the responsibility of the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, 
especially those for plant and animal health, and as described in the technical assistance concept note, are not 
included in the scope of this project. During project design, the ministry indicated that it preferred to prepare a 
separate and additional SPS project for 2013. 

3
   ADB. 2011. Action Plan 2010–2015 for Improved Handling of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Arrangements in the 

Greater Mekong Subregion Trade. The action plan highlighted these concerns. 

 4  SPS requirements affect nearly all food products. The 1994 SPS Agreement of the World Trade Organization 

provides the principles for measures of health protection, which are designed to avoid unnecessary disruption of 
trade.  
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sampling, handling of food imports, first-time market access processes, and a risk-based balance 
between active and passive surveillance all need to be strengthened. 
 

5.  The core problem for Viet Nam is that implementation of food safety management 
practices is weak. This is primarily because of (i) weak capacity for monitoring and surveillance; 
(ii) inadequate supply of trained food safety specialists; and (iii) poor harmonization and 
coordination with international requirements, and with Viet Nam‘s GMS neighbors. In turn, a 
range of conditions contribute to this—financial (lack of operational budget), planning (no annual 
programs), physical (lack of testing capacity), institutional (poor awareness), human resource 
(low education levels), and knowledge and information (limited international and regional 
contacts).5  
 

6.  Implications. Consumers‘ health and well-being can be strongly affected by adulterated, 
spoiled, contaminated, and substandard food products. Examples of food safety hazards include 
(i) residuals of forbidden antibiotics (nitrofuran, chloramphenicol) and growth enhancers 
(clenbuterol) in food; (ii) mycotoxins in nuts, corn, and dried fruits; (iii) microbial, heavy metal, and 
pesticide contamination; (iv) unauthorized presence of preservatives, additives, and 
supplements, or their presence in excess of legal limits; (v) Sudan red additives (illegal colorants); 
and (vi) melamine in food. In Vietnam, between 2004 and 2008, there were 906 reported cases of 
food poisoning with 30,180 victims and 53 casualties. Statistics on five food- and water-borne 
diseases (i.e., cholera, bacillary dysentery, amoebic dysentery, diarrhea, and typhoid) show that 
in the years 2000–2006, 6,091,039 people nationwide contracted these diseases, and 115 died.6 
The estimated rate of infection by parasitic worms in the community is very high, affecting over 60 
million people. Infections include fascioliasis, paragonimus, ascarids, trichinae, pinworms, and 
fluke larvae.7 There is concern about the number of food poisonings at canteens in industrial and 
export-processing zones; there were 32 reported cases in 2008, with 3,589 victims and one 
fatality. 
 

7.  Health hazards are costly to people and the economy. The disability-adjusted life year 
(DALY) rate8 (2004) for Viet Nam (315 in 2004) suggests levels 10 times higher than for 
countries within the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, such as Japan 
and US which were 28 and 33 respectively.9  
 

8. There is a specific food safety issue in the tourist industry in Viet Nam. The rapidly 
growing tourism sector consists of thousands of small and medium-sized enterprises. They are 
mainly restaurants and hotels, but also food processors and traders who supply them with food. 
Official industry guidelines and capacity to inspect food handling in restaurants and hotels 
remain limited. Food hazards are an inherent reputational risk for the tourism sector (both 
national and regional)—hence, safe food is a factor in Viet Nam‘s international competitiveness. 
 
 

                                                 
5 

Funding for food safety is still very limited—about 1,100 D per capita/year, or 7% of the amount allocated in Thailand.  
6
  Annals of contagious diseases, 2000–2006. Cited in Government of Viet Nam: Report on the implementation of food 

hygiene and safety management policies. No 45./BC – CP. 7 April 2009. Hanoi. 
7 

Central Malaria and Parasitology Institute. 2006. Cited in Government of Viet Nam: Report on the implementation of 
food hygiene and safety management policies. No 45./BC – CP. 7 April 2009. Hanoi.  

8
  DALY indicates the number of healthy life years lost per 100,000 because of mortality and morbidity caused by      

diseases and debilitating factors. The DALY estimates cited here concern only diarrheal disease.  
9
 World Health Organization. 2004. Global Burden of Diseases. Estimated DALYs per 100,000 population.     

Geneva.  
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B.  Government Strategy and Food Safety Perspectives 
 

9.  The Government of Viet Nam recognizes the need to increase trade competitiveness and 
improve food safety. The Socioeconomic Development Plan, 2011–2015 anticipates a 
deepening of international economic integration, e.g., through application of standards and SPS 
practices. The Five-Year Plan for Agriculture Development (2011–2015) includes programs to 
improve the quality and safety of AFF products. Inherent principles in Viet Nam‘s National SPS 
Action Plan include (i) promotion of scientific approaches and standards (including risk-based 
surveillance); (ii) international harmonization of measures (e.g., with Codex Alimentarius 
standards); and (iii) promotion of equivalence. Along with the country‘s accession to the World 
Trade Organization, harmonization efforts with international standards have been accelerated.  
 

10.  The National Action Plan for Food Safety promotes hygienic methods for production of 
animal food products and the establishment of surveillance systems. The Viet Nam Food 
Administration (VFA) within the Ministry of Health (MOH) was established in 1999 to ensure that 
food products are safe. Food safety management has been strengthened with the Law on Food 
Safety in 2010, covering food safety during production, processing, distribution, and marketing. 
The law includes the monitoring of imported and exported food, responsibility of the private 
sector, the response to food contamination incidents as well as consumer awareness, and the 
mandating of MOH to take the lead on food safety state management. Raising awareness through 
education and campaigns is an important part of government policy.  
 

11. In short, the regulatory and institutional environment for more rigorous food safety 
management is moving in the right direction, but gaps in capacity and implementation remain. 
This is nowhere more evident than in the provinces, which have (i) few programs for surveillance 
and inspections, (ii) only small operational budgets, (iii) limited human skills, and virtually no 
testing capacities. The four northern provinces, in particular, face major capacity challenges in 
production, processing, and trade.10 The export and import trade (both formal and informal) in this 
area is significant and the risks of food safety hazards are high, especially in informal trade. 
 

C. Lessons from Trade Facilitation, Agriculture and Natural Resources Investments, 
and Food Safety Capacity Development 

 

12. Trade facilitation remains challenging in the GMS. Experience highlights the need to 
formulate well-targeted, sequenced projects to ensure that bilateral and regional 
commitments—e.g., within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)—to cooperation 
and harmonization are implemented. Experiences related to agriculture and natural resources 
also suggest that it is essential to focus on measures that promote AFF trade in a GMS context.  

 

13.  Ongoing projects by several development partners support various aspects of SPS and 
food safety in the GMS and Viet Nam. Most, however, do not deal with food safety issues in a 
systematic or comprehensive manner. Very little support has been received for implementation of 
food safety practices in restaurants and food services, and for systematic gathering of data 
needed to implement risk-based food control.  
 

14. To rectify these shortcomings, assistance in building SPS–food safety capacity needs to 
be delivered over an extended period to allow enough time to develop national risk-based 
surveillance programs gradually and systematically. In addition, Viet Nam‘s long and porous 
national borders, and similarities in agro-ecological conditions and food systems to its neighbors, 
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 These provinces are: Cao Bang, Lang Son, Lao Cai, Quang Ninh.  
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make it and the other GMS countries highly interdependent. Because of the risks of spillovers, 
national solutions to agricultural health and food safety hazards are difficult to achieve and 
expensive to implement effectively without strong cooperation from GMS neighbors.  
  

D.  ADB Assistance 
 

15. In 2010, ADB provided project preparatory technical assistance (TA) for developing a 
regional project for improved SPS management in GMS.11 The main output of the TA was a 
regional project for Cambodia and the Lao People‘s Democratic Republic, which the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) has approved.12 In line with a thorough technical assessment and 
detailed discussions with the government of Viet Nam and stakeholders, a parallel project has 
been formulated to strengthen surveillance and inspection systems and to upgrade food 
safety-related human resources through the provision of a comprehensive mix of (i) technical 
support, (ii) training, and (iii) equipment and laboratory hardware and consumables. The project 
directly contributes to solving GMS concerns by promoting bilateral working groups with other 
GMS countries, active participation in the ASEAN Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed 
(ARASFF) and the International Food Safety Authorities Network (INFOSAN), study tours to 
more developed ASEAN members and the People's Republic of China and, most importantly, 
introducing risk-based border handling. In addition, regional TA13 in response to GMS-wide 
concerns will conduct joint studies, organize expert meetings as well as monitoring and 
evaluation, promote risk-based import-handling methods, and better cooperation between 
customs and SPS authorities. The economic rationale for the project rests largely on the ―public 
goods nature‖ of the goods and services to be provided; without intervention, capacity for food 
safety management is unlikely to be stepped up adequately.  
 

16. A particular feature of the technical design has been to place responsibility for 
implementation firmly on the VFA, and to strengthen laboratory capacity at critical institutions. 
The major design parameters are (i) a recognition that food safety surveillance systems start 
from a low informational and human capacity base, and that capacity enhancement requires a 
pragmatic approach; and that (ii) simple and cost-effective approaches should be employed 
wherever possible, e.g., by using rapid test kits. The project has been designed to complement 
ongoing and planned interventions, particularly the Japan International Cooperation Agency‘s 
food safety project implemented by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development. 
 

17.  The proposed project will specifically help four northern provinces with pilot activities to 
build annual inspection and surveillance programs closely linked to national programs. The 
programs will be risk-based, and will focus on local markets and on the import and export trade. 
Links to national food safety programs will be strengthened by paying special attention to 
participation of provincial staff in national planning and training activities, in food safety data 
management, and in rapid alert systems.  
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 ADB. 2010. Proposed Loans/Grant/R-CDTA/R-PPTA Cambodia, Lao PDR and Viet Nam: Trade Facilitation: 
Improved Sanitary and Phytosanitary Handling in GMS Trade. Manila.  

12 
ADB. 2012. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loans, Grant, and 
Technical Assistance to the Kingdom of Cambodia and Lao People’s Democratic Republic for Trade Facilitation: 
Improved Sanitary and Phytosanitary Handling in Greater Mekong Subregion Trade Project. Manila. 

13
 Regional capacity development TA of $0.75m (mainly focused on Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam),         

attached to the regional SPS project, was approved on 26 June 2012. Additional resources are being sought from 
the Japan Fund for Poverty Reduction (JFPR) for trade facilitation.   

  
 
 



   

 
Problem Tree: Industry and Trade (Food Safety-Specific Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures) 
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Sector Results Framework  
  

Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations 

Outcomes with  
ADB Contribution 

Indicators with Targets 
and Baselines 

Outputs with ADB 
Contribution 

Indicators with 
Incremental 

Targets 
Planned and Ongoing 

ADB Interventions 

Main Outputs 
Expected from ADB 

Interventions 

Increased volume and 
value of Viet Nam‗s 
food product trade 
within the GMS 
 
 
Better health status of 
people (including 
national and 
international tourists) 
 
Better business 
environment 
 
Greater subregional 
cooperation  
 

  

Increased formal trade in 
food products to the 
GMS—annual value up 
10%–15% (2009 baseline: 
$1.997 billion) 

Reduced incidence of 
food-borne diseases and 
related morbidity and 
mortality (10% from 2011 
baseline); reduced loss of 
productive time for 
consumers (2004 baseline 
for DALYs: 315)   

Tourism arrivals increase by 
5%–10% annually (2010 
baseline: 5.0 million 
annually  

Lower SPS-related border 
transaction costs for traders 
(at least 20% from 2010 
baseline) 

Establishment of 
broad-based, enhanced, 
and cost-effective food 
safety systems, 
incorporating  
 

(i) the application of 
surveillance and risk 
analysis and risk-based 
management practices for 
SPS procedures  
 

(ii) stronger testing facilities 
to support market 
surveillance, inspection, 
and risk analysis  
 

(iii) more efficient import 
handling; and  
 

(iv) safer food handling in 
the tourist industry 
 

By 2018 

Effectiveness of 
food hazard 
response improved  

 

Planned key activity 
areas for Trade 

Facilitation: Improved 
SPS Handling in GMS 
Trade (R-PPTA 
2011/2012).  

 
Project implementation: 
Cambodia and Lao PDR 
($25 million in 2012); 
Viet Nam ($11 million in 
2013); and associated TA 
for Cambodia, Lao PDR, 
and Viet Nam 
 
1. Surveillance and 
inspection programs for  
(i) plant health  
(ii) animal health  
(iii) food safety  
 
2. GMS regional 
cooperation 
 
3. Upgraded academic 
education for SPS 
specialists in Cambodia 
and Lao PDR 
 
Pipeline project with 
estimated amounts 

Tentative, modernization 
of trade facilitation 
agencies (R-PPTA 2014). 
Ensuing project: 
Cambodia, Lao PDR, Viet 
Nam ($65 million in 2015) 
 

Strengthened 
surveillance and 
inspection programs 
designed and 
implemented (for food 
safety in Viet Nam and 
GMS trading partners) 

Surveillance will also 
be piloted in four 
northern provinces, 
closely linked to 
national programs.  

Greater regional 
cooperation and 
harmonization 

Project management 
 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, AFF = agriculture, food, and forestry, DALY = disability-adjusted life year, GMS = Greater Mekong Subregion, Lao PDR = Lao 
People's Democratic Republic, R–PPTA = regional project preparatory technical assistance, SPS = sanitary and phytosanitary, TA = technical assistance.   

 Source: Asian Development Bank. 
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