
Le Quynh
For The Straits Times
In Ho Chi Minh City (Vietnam)

A  sprawling  development  on  re-
claimed land off Vietnam’s south-
ern coast is expected to create jobs 
and raise millions in tax revenue for 
the state, but experts warn that en-
vironmental factors could sink the 
project and cause irreparable harm 
in the long term. 

Can Gio Tourist City, an upcoming 
217  trillion  dong  (S$12.6  billion)  
project 70km from central Ho Chi 
Minh City, will boast luxury homes, a 
108-storey skyscraper, a golf course 
and a cruise port if it is completed. 

To be developed by Vinhomes JSC, 
an arm of Vietnamese conglomerate 
Vingroup,  the  2,817ha  project  –  
more than five times the size of Sin-
gapore’s Sentosa island – will mostly 
sit on reclaimed land in the densely 
populated Mekong Delta region. 

Vinhomes has estimated that it  
will need 137.6 million cubic m of 
sand  –  enough  to  fill  more  than  
36,600  Olympic-size  swimming  
pools – for reclamation works. This 
has raised concern that some of the 
sand will come from riverbeds in 
the Mekong Delta, where excessive 
and illegal sand extraction has al-
ready caused severe erosion. 

Mr Nguyen Huu Thien, an inde-
pendent  expert  on  the  delta’s  
ecosystem, told The Straits Times: 
“The  Mekong  is  a  homogeneous  
system. Taking sand from any sin-
gle point will cause a shortage on 
the whole and create ripple-effect 
erosion all over the delta, riverfront 
and oceanfront alike.” 

Subsidence  and  more  frequent  
and violent storms in the country’s 
southern coast could also inflict se-
rious damage on the Can Gio area. 

Ms  Le  Thi  Xuan  Lan,  former  
deputy head of the Forecast Depart-
ment of the Southern Meteorologi-
cal and Hydrological Station, noted 
that the Can Gio estuary is shielded 
by Ba Ria-Vung Tau province and 
the island of Phu Quy, but it still  
suffers serious damage whenever  
there is  a  storm. “If  a  storm hits  
HCMC  and  Can  Gio  directly,  I’m  
afraid a city built on reclaimed land 
would not survive,” she said, using 
the acronym for Ho Chi Minh City. 

The  new  development  is  ex-
pected to boost the economy, with 
enough housing, hotels, shops and 
infrastructure  to  accommodate  
about 230,000 residents and an es-
timated nine million tourists a year. 
This  could  generate  2.9  trillion  
dong a year in tax revenue for Viet-
nam, as well as add 3 per cent to Ho 

Chi Minh City’s annual retail and 
services revenue. 

But the country’s administrators 
should  also  factor  in  long-term  
social and environmental costs, say 
experts. Can Gio currently sits just 
above  sea  level,  a  circumstance  
which does not bode well for the 
long term. 

Professor  Ho  Long Phi,  former  
director  of  the  Centre  of  Water  
Management and Climate Change 
at Vietnam National University, Ho 
Chi Minh City, expects the Can Gio 
area to  sink at  least  a  few centi-
metres below sea level in 10 to 20 
years. The financial burden of pro-
tecting Vinhomes’ reclaimed land 
area could then fall on the national 
budget rather than on the devel-
oper, he warned. 

And the costs could be substan-
tial. In August, for example, admin-
istrators in An Giang province had 
to request 500 billion dong from 
the national budget after riverbank 
erosion – a growing problem in the 
Mekong River delta – caused parts 
of National Highway 91 to collapse. 

Despite these concerns, key Viet-
namese  ministries  approved  the  
project’s impact assessment report 
this year, and the development will 
go  ahead  when  Prime  Minister  
Nguyen Xuan Phuc gives the green 
light. Once started, it is expected to 
take 11 years to complete. 

CONTROVERSIAL PLANS
Can Gio Tourist  City is  sited just  
18km from the heart of the Unesco-
recognised Can Gio biosphere re-
serve, a  “green lung” that shields 
commercial  centre  Ho  Chi  Minh  
City  from  urban  pollution  and  
storms,  and  slows  down  ground  
subsidence. Its mangrove habitat fil-
ters grey water from upstream and 
regulates the flow at estuaries, mak-
ing its environmental function cru-

cial for both Ho Chi Minh City and 
the Mekong Delta region. 

Experts worry that the erection 
of dykes to regulate the flow of the 
river – as part of the reclamation 
works – could disturb the sensitive 
mangrove environment. 

A communique by the Can Gio 
Protection  Forest  Management  
Board in June last year said: “The 
Can Gio mangrove ecosystem is di-
rectly affected by the water environ-
ment of the river system connected 
with the South China Sea. Although 
the project site is not within the Can 
Gio protection forest, the resulting 
environmental  pollution,  particu-
larly  water  pollution  from  some  
kinds of waste... would pose a threat 
to the generation and development 
of the mangrove forest’s flora and 
fauna, which are highly sensitive to 
changing environment factors.” 

Yet Mr Le Duc Tuan, former per-
manent secretary of  the Can Gio 
Biosphere  Reserve  Management  
Board, says he is optimistic that the 
area can sustain intense economic 
development  without  damaging  
the biosphere reserve. 

He noted: “The project is located 
outside of the forestry land border 
and would only create indirect im-
pacts on the Can Gio mangrove for-
est ecosystem.” 

A survey conducted as part of the 
official  environmental  impact  as-
sessment (EIA) report has revealed 
that  the project  would affect  the 
livelihoods of about 3,400 locals, in-
cluding those farming clams along 
the coast and fishing inshore. 

Can  Gio  resident  Huynh  Thi  
Phuong and her husband, who to-
gether  earn  nine  million  dong  a  
month from digging clams and fish-
ing along the shore, hope for a more 
considered approach to the recla-
mation project. 

“We (the people here) are depen-

dent on the sea,” she said. “I don’t 
know how we will live without it.” 

Another  local,  Mr  Nguyen  Van  
Thang, worries that the tourist city 
project would be inaccessible to the 
poor. It would be difficult for many 
residents, with low education and 
limited capital, to find alternative 
livelihoods once they lose the land 
they depend on, he said. 

PROJECT APPROVAL
When the  development  was  first  
proposed 17 years ago by the Ho Chi 
Minh City People’s Committee, it  
was slated to cover 821ha. In April 
2017, a proposal to grow it to almost 
five times the original size was ap-
proved by Prime Minister Phuc. 

The project is now part of the offi-
cial masterplans until 2030 for Can 
Gio District and Ho Chi Minh City. 

Many of the 21 scientists who at-
tended a meeting organised by the 
Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Environment (Monre) in October 
last year criticised the EIA report 
for  not  sufficiently  assessing  the  
project’s impact on the Can Gio bio-
sphere reserve and on erosion and 
deposition  processes  around  the  
project site, as well as nearby areas 
in Go Cong and Vung Tau. They said 
the report also failed to elaborate 
on mitigation measures. 

Minutes of the meeting seen by 
The Straits Times showed that Mr 
Tran Phong, director of the South-
ern Department of Environmental 
Protection, suggested withholding 
approval of the EIA because “the 
report assessed environmental im-
pacts in a perfunctory and simplis-
tic manner,  and did not fully re-
flect the specifics of this project. 
Therefore,  the  proposed  mitiga-
tion measures in the report could 
not guarantee the circumscription 
of its environmental and socio-eco-
nomic impact on the affected re-
gion.” 

The EIA was subsequently modi-
fied twice, but still  suffered from 
the same shortcomings, official doc-
uments showed. 

In January this year, Mr Vo Tuan 
Nhan, Deputy Minister of Natural 
Resources  and  Environment,  ap-
proved the EIA report, but imposed 
an additional 15 requirements, in-
cluding the need to “continue to re-
search in the next phases the im-
pact of the project on the Can Gio 
biosphere reserve, and on erosion, 
deposition and flow processes  in  
nearby regions, in order to imple-
ment appropriate measures to miti-
gate any adverse impacts”. 

The ministry also stipulated that 
“the project could only be imple-
mented if  the Prime Minister ap-
proves of it”. The Straits Times un-
derstands that the project was sub-
mitted for the Prime Minister’s ap-
proval in May. 

Queries to Vingroup, Monre and 
the Ho Chi Minh City People’s Com-
mittee have gone unanswered. 

Ms Duong Thi Hoan, Vingroup’s 
communications director, did not 
respond after acknowledging The 
Straits Times’ queries. 

Mr Mai Huu Quyet, deputy chief 
of the HCMC People’s Committee, 
told The Straits Times the commit-
tee would respond only after Hanoi 
has made a decision on the project. 

A Monre spokesman, meanwhile, 
said: “We will provide answers to 
The Straits Times’ questions once 
we have received our General Envi-
ronment  Office’s  report  on  this  
project.” 
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Number of tourists the new 
development is expected to 
attract. It is also expected to 
give the economy a boost, 
with enough housing, hotels, 
shops and infrastructure to 
accommodate about 230,000 
residents as well as the tourists.

The 2,817ha Can 
Gio Tourist City 
project is five 
times the size of 
Sentosa in 
Singapore. The 
hoarding in the 
background 
displays an 
artist’s 
impression of 
the finished 
development. 
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To reclaim land in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta region to build Can Gio Tourist City, developer Vinhomes may need 137.6 million 
cubic m of sand, which environmental experts fear could be taken from riverbeds in the area, thus worsening erosion.

Viet reclamation project 
near reserve raises concern

Worries over $12.6b tourist city’s 
impact on ‘green lung’ as well as 
further erosion in Mekong Delta

RIPPLE EFFECT

The Mekong is a 
homogeneous system. 
Taking sand from any 
single point will cause 
a shortage on the 
whole and create 
ripple-effect erosion 
all over the delta, 
riverfront and 
oceanfront alike.

’’MR NGUYEN HUU THIEN, an independent 
expert on the Mekong Delta’s ecosystem, 
on the risks to the environment that the 
Can Gio Tourist City project could pose.
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