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OVERVIEW: BEHAVIOR CHANGE IN LOCAL SYSTEMS TO 
MITIGATE OCEAN PLASTIC POLLUTION IN VIETNAM

Ocean plastic pollution is among the world’s greatest
environmental challenges. In Vietnam, decades of rapid economic 
growth, industrialization, and urbanization have led to significant 
rises in solid waste generation, but the country’s waste management 
systems have not kept pace with this growth. 

Launched in 2016, USAID’s Municipal Waste Recycling Program 
(MWRP) aims to reduce land-based sources of ocean plastic 
pollution through improved solid waste management (SWM) and 
recycling in Indonesia, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, and Vietnam. MWRP 
has provided over 30 grants to local organizations, providing an 
important laboratory for testing and learning from a variety of 
solutions to this challenge in different contexts. 

In 2019, USAID commissioned Urban Institute to conduct a case 
study on how two MWRP grantees in Vietnam addressed plastic 
pollution through behavior change tactics. The case study examines 
how project contexts enabled or constrained behavior change and 
elevates lessons for future policies and programs.  

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

• Civil society actors are catalysts for behavior change
in SWM. With their extensive knowledge of the local context
and relevant programming experience, civil society actors can
design SWM solutions that are responsive to local realities. The
MWRP projects further underscore the critical role of women
working within and beyond civil society in improving SWM.
Not only do they make up a significant share of the SWM
labor force, but they also act as advocates for improvements in
waste management practices and policies. Overall, the projects
succeeded in fostering community responsibility for improved
SWM by 1) building community awareness of the importance
of targeted behavior changes and 2) equipping citizens with
resources and training to practice those behaviors.

• Local governments can support local innovation, but
capacity gaps limit their contributions. Local governments
have a clear role to play in SWM, including creating and 
sustaining the enabling environment for local innovations to 
succeed. This should include adopting and implementing policy 
measures that incentivize improved SWM practices among households. However, a range of capacity gaps (e.g. lack of 
financial resources and coordination mechanisms) hinder local governments from delivering on these roles effectively.

• Infrastructure and recycling incentives and systems are critical missing pieces to sustain improvements
in SWM. Where the MWRP projects made progress in building citizen buy-in to achieve behavior change goals,
some of those gains were short lived due to infrastructure gaps and breakdowns in recycling systems that collectively
diminished households’ motivation to separate and recycle waste. This indicates that factors outside the control
of citizens can prevent them from adopting improved waste management practices, suggesting a need for holistic
approaches to address challenges.

FACTS & FIGURES 

HO CHI MINH CITY 
• Population: ~9 million
• Project coverage: 13 districts
• Average population in project districts: 350,866

DA NANG 
• Population: ~1.1million
• Project coverage: 2 districts
• Average population in project districts: 167,204

Oceans Without Plastics | Implemented by the Center 
for Environment and Community Research (CECR) | 
October 2017 – June 2019. Piloting local recycling 
models through a neighborhood-based training-of-
trainers approach in partnership with local government 
and key groups such as the women’s union to 
increase household waste segregation and recycling.  

The Informal Sector on Plastics| 
Implemented by Environnement et 
Développement du Tiers Monde 
(ENDA) | October 2017 – June 2020. 
Working to improve conditions and 
opportunities for independent waste 
collectors, increase waste separation 
and recycling through education 
and awareness-raising activities.   

HO CHI MINH CITY 

DA NANG 

https://urban-links.org/resource/behavior-change-in-local-system-to-mitigate-ocean-plastic-pollution/
https://urban-links.org/resource/behavior-change-in-local-system-to-mitigate-ocean-plastic-pollution/
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The  MWRP grantees were effective in designing solutions 
that accounted for local realities, such as the environmental 
awareness of the local population and the prominent role of 
the informal sector’s role in SWM in Vietnam. What made 
this possible were the deep relationships grantees had with 
the communities they served along with their technical 
knowledge of environmental issues.  To create better habits 
around plastic use and disposal, NGOs can use awareness 
raising and training tactics that help residents understand 
the harmful effects of plastic pollution and, importantly, 
improve their ability to engage in desired behaviors, such 
as waste separation. Women played central roles in these 
efforts, from mobilizing local populations to implementing 
recycling models and contributing to policy dialogues.  

While serving as catalysts,  these projects engaged through 
collective action within the larger local system in which 
various state and non-governmental actors (e.g. Women’s 
Union, waste collector cooperatives, and informal 
recyclers) play different but complementary roles in SWM.  
This suggests that achieving large-scale change requires 
collaboration among diverse stakeholder groups. Beyond their community level programming, ENDA and CECR drew on 
their expertise to help inform policy making processes at local and national levels. Local governments can build on the 
legacies of informal or other non-governmental efforts to form better, locally appropriate responses to SWM challenges. 

If women, youth, and local communities are equipped with sufficient information and capacity to carry out 
innovative community-based waste reduction and recycling, then creating a supporting and empowering 
partnership of local authorities, women, communities, and recyclable waste collectors is likely to lead to more 
widespread and effective reduction in ocean plastic pollution.” – CECR’s Theory of Change

RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Support the development and implementation of policy frameworks that integrate and coordinate SWM 
activities. Many actors are involved in the delivery of SWM services in Vietnam, and there is a need to address the lack 
of coordination among them. USAID can provide technical assistance to support the development of policy frameworks 
that clarify roles and align activities of the diverse actors involved in SWM.  The Agency could also leverage its convening 
power to facilitate dialogues featuring national and sub-national level leaders in view of strengthening coordination.                  

• Better articulate the role played by the informal sector in SWM service delivery in Vietnam. The informal 
sector plays a critical role in solid waste collection and recycling, but government policy toward the sector is ambiguous. 
In Ho Chi Minh City, some policies encourage informal sector participation, such as a regulation that incentivizes 
independent waste collectors (IWCs) to form cooperatives. But IWCs also face challenges in complying with certain 
regulations such as costly requirements to upgrade waste collection vehicles. Research can inform planning to better 
integrate informal actors in the SWM system and identify complementary measures to improve development outcomes 
for IWCs. 

• Support women workers and leaders in the SWM sector. Even though women are key SWM actors, they 
often operate in environments that reinforce traditional gender roles. For instance, interviewees reported that while 
women bear disproportionate shares of physical labor for waste collection, they earn less than men. Addressing these 
challenges requires interventions to change social norms and SWM policies. USAID can strengthen women’s groups to 
undertake the required advocacy and social sensitization to make SWM more equitable and increase women’s visibility 
of women’s contributions to the sector.   

• Build the advocacy capacity of local civil society organizations to inform policy making with local 
authorities. Addressing plastic pollution requires significant policy action in partner countries, but there is often a 
disconnect between government SWM policies and local realities. To address this challenge, civil society organizations 
can use their knowledge to inform policy choices and implementation strategies. USAID investments in the policy 

KEY TAKEAWAY 1: CIVIL SOCIETY ACTORS ARE CATALYSTS FOR BEHAVIOR CHANGE IN SWM

CASE STUDY EXAMPLE 

CECR’s approach to improve SWM centered on 
partnerships with local actors, such as its alliance 
with the Women’s Union, a Vietnamese organization 
that seeks to advance women’s welfare. In Da Nang, 
the organization has a rich history of action on solid 
waste management, with its members practicing 
waste separation and recycling long before both 
became city-wide priorities. Those efforts, however, 
largely remained confined to members. Recognizing 
the Women’s Union’s instrumental role in promoting 
waste separation and recycling among households, 
CECR placed women leaders at the center of 
its behavior change activities. In doing so, CECR 
helped broaden the reach of recycling initiatives 
at the neighborhood and district scales, pointing to 
the catalytic role that civil society actors can play.                                

“
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Success can be limited by significant capacity constraints of local governments that lack technical skills and resources for 
policy implementation. Such constraints and the resulting breakdowns in SWM often cause the initiatives of local civil 
society actors to suffer setbacks. For instance, Ho Chi Minh City and Da Nang have regulations requiring households to 
separate waste, but they are poorly enforced. For the project leaders, the weak enforcement of SWM regulations was a 
missed opportunity to increase household waste separation and push beyond the limits of NGO-led awareness-raising and 
training programming.      

CROSS-CUTTING CAPACITY CONSTRAINTS

In many developing country cities such as Ho Chi Minh City  and Da Nang,  plastic consumption and overall waste 
volumes are growing without a commensurate development in the capacity of solid waste systems. In practice, 
local authorities face significant capacity constraints, manifesting as poor enforcement of SWM regulations, 
underinvestment in the sector, and inadequate delivery of SWM services. Key constraints include the following: 

• Inadequate monitoring capacity constrains government efforts to enforce regulations driving at 
improvements in SWM (e.g. regulations requiring waste separation). Government officials attributed the non-
implementation of such regulations to the lack of tools and data to monitor compliance and enforce penalties.

• Limited government capacity for coordination is also a barrier to SWM, as the policy space is 
crowded including many actors with unclear or overlapping mandates. Local authorities also struggle to 
coordinate parallel SWM activities led by the informal sector, although cities like Ho Chi Minh City are 
exploring waste collector cooperatives as a structure to enhance coordination between the state and 
informal actors.   

• A lack of financial resources underpins the inability of governments to make the investments in solid 
waste management infrastructure (e.g. transfer stations and landfills) and human capital (technical staff) 
needed to ensure seamless flow of SWM operations. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Strengthen capacity in SWM systems at the local level. USAID/Vietnam’s Country Development Cooperation 
Strategy has identified a lack of institutional capacity, including in the public sector, as a crucial impediment to the 
attainment of development goals in Vietnam. Through tools like technical assistance and training, USAID can support 
partner countries in addressing key capacity constraints inhibiting effective solid waste management at the local level, 
most notably, low technical capacity of staff members, limited capacity for planning and monitoring, and a lack of tools 
to enforce regulations. USAID can also draw on its cross-sectoral programming in Vietnam to generate and facilitate 
sharing of inter-municipal insights on policy implementation challenges and solutions in the development context. 

advocacy capacity of such organizations can enhance 
their contributions to policy development processes,  
potentially facilitating better integration of local 
knowledge. 

KEY TAKEAWAY 2: LOCAL GOVERNMENTS CAN 
SUPPORT INNOVATION, BUT CAPACITY GAPS LIMIT                                
THEIR CONTRIBUTIONS 

The case study finds that civil society actions to improve 
SWM are largely aligned with local government’s waste 
management priorities, reinforcing the need for collaboration.  
While civil society organizations can catalyze change at the 
grassroots level, they still look to local authorities to create 
an enabling environment for their interventions through 
policy and regulatory action.  Across projects, the support 
of local authorities proved critical to secure households’   
buy-in to waste separation and recycling goals at the 
neighborhood level. 

Tho Quang Commune (Son Tra District), Da Nang – Residential 
area leader showcases a neighborhood composting site.
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• Develop monitoring and evaluation capacity of civil society actors. Given the paucity of SWM data at the 
local level, civil society actors can add value by  sharing with local authorities the data and insights generated from their 
programming. Such collaborations increase the likelihood of citizen-generated data being used in policy decision-making 
that impacts the SWM sector and helps local authorities better understand SWM developments in their communities. 
To facilitate such collaboration, USAID can support community-based organizations in building sound methodologies, 
frameworks, and systems to monitor implementation and measure results of their programmatic activities.  This would 
ensure that the data are of high quality and usable by local policymakers.  Additionally, future USAID grant-making could 
also prioritize funding for core M&E functions in order to build civil society capacity in the long term.    

KEY TAKEAWAY 3: INFRASTRUCTURE AND RECYCLING INCENTIVES AND SYSTEMS ARE CRITICAL MISSING PIECES 
TO SUSTAIN SWM IMPROVEMENTS 

in empowering communities to take collective action to improve solid waste management. Getting households to reduce 
plastic use and separate plastic waste is only a first step, however. Without reliable markets in which households can sell 
their separated plastic waste (directly to agents or indirectly through independent waste collectors), they are unable to 
sustain their commitments to separate waste. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Strengthen local plastics value chain through investments in recycling capacity in priority areas. The 
plastics value chain is weak, absent of recyclers with modern equipment. As recycling in both cities is largely informal 
and small-scale, policy action and investments are needed to build the capacity of existing actors and attract new 
business investments in the sector, with a view to increasing recycling rates. USAID can further strengthen market 
linkages between waste collectors and recycling firms by investing in strategies to improve the productivity, safety, and 
environmental standards of informal recycling firms. In making those investments, the Agency should seek opportunities 
to build on the expertise of informal sector agents in the recycling trade and strengthen collaboration between 
recyclers in the formal and informal sector.

• Mobilize capital for investments in SWM infrastructure. Resource limitations at the national and sub-national level 
are significant barriers preventing governments from making the needed investments in infrastructure and equipment 
for waste collection, transferring, and disposal systems. USAID could support comprehensive solid waste management 
plans that detail waste composition, volumes, and the appropriate infrastructure for aggregating and treating current 
and future waste streams.  The  Agency could also attract private capital to finance infrastructure projects through 
strategic partnerships, such as the current partnership with Circulate Capital that leverages private investment to 
combat ocean plastic pollution. Additionally, USAID could undertake projects to enhance the creditworthiness of 
waste management utility companies in Vietnam, thereby improving their access to capital markets and enhancing their 
financial sustainability.

• Support assessments of intervention context to inform program designs and implementation strategies. 
Future USAID programs related to SWM should incorporate diagnosis at the planning stage to shed light on the personal 
and situational factors that shape waste management behavior in a given context. The analysis will seek to gather 
insights into the forces that sustain the status quo and in the process reveal behavioral bottlenecks and opportunities 
for programmatic interventions. Such assessment will further help programs identify the appropriate behavior change 
goals for a given context, after accounting for the individual, social, and practical constraints to improvements in SWM 
behavior at the individual and community level.

Hiep Binh Chanh Ward (Thu Duc District), Ho Chi Minh City – 
sorted waste ready for transport from a junk shop owned and 
managed by an independent waste collector. 

Da Nang and Ho Chi Minh City face infrastructure gaps 
along the waste management stream (i.e., waste collection, 
transportation, treatment, and disposal) that impede service 
delivery. Both cities lack the required infrastructure and 
processes to manage separated waste. This means that even 
when households separate waste, solid waste management 
companies end up disposing of the separated waste together. 
There are also infrastructure limitations at the household 
level, as households typically do not have the space or 
equipment for waste separation, which makes it hard for 
them to commit to better SWM practices in the first place. 
Taken together, these conditions diminish households’ trust 
in waste management systems and reduce  their motivation 
to separate waste—even if local civil society actors succeed 


