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QUICK FACTS 

Legal forms of philanthropic organizations included in the law: Association, Foundation, 
Cooperative, Corporation, Limited Liability Company, Society 

Five main social issues addressed by these organizations: Basic Needs, Youth and Family, 
Housing and Economic Development, Human Rights,  

Vietnamese nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are heavily involved in charity, research, 
consultancy, education and health. 

Average time established by law to register a philanthropic organization: More than 90 days 

Average cost for registering a philanthropic organization:  US $250 

The normal cost to register a PO in Vietnam is around US $250 but in reality the organization has to 
pay much more than this to get the work done. 

Government levels primarily regulating the incorporation of philanthropic organizations: 
Central/Federal Government, State Government, and Local Government.    

The central government in Vietnam issues laws, regulations or discretions to regulate the 
philanthropic environment in Vietnam. According to the existing laws, the organizations which 
operate nationally have to register with the Ministry of Home Affairs (central level), those working at 
the local levels (provincial or district levels) have to register with the people's committees of 
respective levels. The Prime Minister has the authority to approve the charters of the state-owned 
umbrella organizations such as, Vietnam Union of Science and Technology Association, Vietnam 
Association of Art and Literature, Vietnam Association of Lawyers, etc. 

Philanthropic Environment Scores: 

Year 
Ease of 

Operating 
Tax 

Incentives 
Cross-Border 

Flows 
Political 

Environment 
Socio-Cultural 
Environment 

OVERALL 
SCORE 

2018 2.7 2.1 2.1 3.2 3.5 2.71 
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THE GLOBAL PHILANTHROPY ENVIRONMENT INDEX 

I. Formation/Registration, Operations, Dissolution of a Philanthropic Organization (PO) 

The three questions in this section pertain to the laws and regulations governing philanthropic 
organizations (POs). The scoring questions for this category cover three aspects of regulations: (A) 
formation and registration, (B) operations, and (C) dissolution.  

Question 1: To what extent can individuals form and incorporate the organizations defined?  

Score: 2.5 

In Vietnam, there is a grid of laws, regulations and administrative decrees put in place to regulate 
and control associations. Most of these legal documents were created in ad-hoc ways, meaning that 
they were issued simply as a temporary measure to cope with an increasing number of associations. 
There is a notable gap between what is stipulated in the Constitution and the existence of legal 
documents that realize such constitutional rights. For instance, the 2013 Constitution's Article No. 
25 clearly stipulates that citizens have the right to freedom of speech, association, access to 
information, and demonstration, but there is no law in place enabling people to exercise these rights. 
Associations are required to register with the state through line ministries, provincial/district people's 
committees, Vietnam Union of Science and Technology Associations (i.e. an umbrella organization 
of technological and scientific organizations), or the Southeast Asia Research Associations of 
Vietnam, so as to obtain legal personality. No registration means no legal status and no legal status 
means organizational legitimacy is precarious. 

Whilst there is no existing official document stating that unregistered organizations or organizations 
without legal status are officially considered illegitimate, widespread evidence shows that they face 
multiple difficulties, for example, in working with government or in receiving government funds. As a 
common practice, the state will not be willing to work with these organizations. The registration 
process is highly burdensome. There are numerous instances where associations have failed to 
procure registration. For example, a group of disabled people could not get registered after three 
years of persistent efforts, and a social welfare establishment providing support for abandoned 
children in Saigon could finally obtain registration after almost twenty years of being rejected 
(People’s Participation Working Group, 2016). 

The normal cost to register a PO in Vietnam is around US $250 but in reality the organization has to 
pay much more than this to get the work done. The extra costs include behind-the-door fees (one 
NGO leader revealed to me that she had to pay ten times more than this amount to obtain a license). 
It takes from three to six months on average to retrieve a registration for a technological scientific 
organization (the label that local POs tend to adopt to ease their registration process). This type of 
organization is legally supported than other types. Charitable and faith-based organizations are 
known to encounter more difficulties in registration than their counterparts. 
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THE GLOBAL PHILANTHROPY ENVIRONMENT INDEX 

Question 2: To what extent are POs free to operate without excessive government 
interference?   

Score: 2.0 

In Vietnam, organizations are controlled under a grid of detailed legalistic requirements and 
bureaucratic practice. Each type of organization has legal documents to regulate its establishment, 
organization, functions and activities, for example the Decree No 148 /2007/ ND-CP on organization 
and operation of social funds and charity funds; the Law on Science and technology (the legal 
foundation of Science and technology organizations; the Decree No. 81/2002/ND-CP of the 
Government on scientific and technological organizations; and the Ordinance on religious beliefs 
and religions for religious organizations. 

POs in Vietnam are not totally independent and autonomous from the state. There is salient evidence 
of state ambivalence to the freedom of association, observed in its continuing delay in enabling the 
registration of philanthropic organizations. The Law on Association has yet to be approved despite 
having been discussed for over twenty years. As a consequence, Vietnamese NGOs have to grapple 
within a matrix of intertwined legalistic requirements and bureaucratic practices for registration and 
operation. In essence, registration is utilized as a powerful tool by the government to control these 
organizations.  

Philanthropic organizations in Vietnam can be classified into several types, for example social-
professional organizations, Science and technology organizations (this is a popular type that most 
of local NGOs seek to adopt in order to make their registration process easier), religious 
organizations, social and charity funds. They are always under the control and management of a 
state agency or a state affiliation. The institutional preconditions for local NGOs to exist and thrive 
are still lacking. Hence, these organizations tend to adopt legal forms extraneous to what they really 
are, such as scientific and technological organizations, institutes or research centers to overcome 
the registration threshold (Taylor et al., 2012). In order to be able to survive, a religious institution, 
for example, has to register as a scientific, technological organization, or a nonprofit organization 
has to register as a business. 

Question 3: To what extent is there government discretion in shutting down POs?  

Score: 3.5 

In Vietnam, either voluntary or involuntary termination of an organization must follow strictly the 
existing legal regulations which are quite clearly stated. Yet, the process requires onerous reporting 
even in case of voluntary termination. For example, organizations seeking voluntary termination, 
have to report to the respective state authority and this state body shall decide to dissolve the 
association after 15 working days the organization's notice of debt solving and asset liquidation sent 
to the state authority. In fact, in Vietnam there is no known case in which an organization is forced 
into involuntary termination. So far, only one research institute declared to dissolve itself to show its 
discontent with the country's prime minister. 
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THE GLOBAL PHILANTHROPY ENVIRONMENT INDEX 

II. Domestic Tax and Fiscal Issues 

The two questions in this section pertain to laws and regulations governing the fiscal constraints of 
giving and receiving donations domestically. 

Question 4: To what extent is the tax system favorable to making charitable donations?  

Score: 2.2 

The existing tax system in Vietnam does not provide an enabling environment to promote charitable 
contributions from individuals and corporations. Multiple obstacles inhibit the willingness to donate. 
For example, science and technology organizations (the popular type adopted by most local NGOs) 
are not allowed to receive donations, so corporations are unable to receive receipts for their 
donations when funding these organizations. This means that corporations do not have evidence for 
claiming tax exemption/ deduction afterwards. 

Yet, although there are several instances when social organizations manage to provide sufficient 
receipts and documents for the grants received, tax authorities still reject them because the activities 
are not suitable and not aligned with the state programs. This is one of the reasons businesses often 
directly sponsor the state-related specialized agencies for social activities, rather than the outside 
organizations. Individuals can deduct charitable contributions, but within a very limited scope. 

Question 5: To what extent is the tax system favorable to POs in receiving charitable 
donations? 

Score: 2.0 

In Vietnam, the basis of direct tax exemption for the activities of social organizations is not specified 
in any legal document (Vietnam Center for Economic and Policy Research, 2017). Although there 
are separate regulations for each type of organizations such as the Law on Associations, Social 
Enterprises and Funds, these do not provide for any clear terms and conditions about tax 
exemptions, or which income sources are subject to receiving tax benefits and which are not. Instead 
these legal documents just provide a very general term, such as 'according to the regulations of 
existing laws'.  

According to the Article 2 of Circular 78/2014, every organization involved in commercial activities, 
including social organizations, have to pay taxes for revenues generated from commercial activities, 
in accordance with Vietnamese laws. Tax benefits are solely based on the scope of activities of the 
organization. For example, organizations receive tax benefits for: (i) Preferential tax rate of 10 
percent for the income of activities in education and training, vocational training, health care, culture, 
sports, and the environment; and (ii) Tax-exempt income: income from the implementation of 
scientific research, and technological development contracts; income from production and trade in 
goods and services of enterprises which have the number of laborers with disabilities or post drug 
detoxification or HIV accounting for 30 percent or more of the total number of employees; etc. 
(VUSTA, 2017). 
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THE GLOBAL PHILANTHROPY ENVIRONMENT INDEX
 

In terms of VAT benefits in Vietnam, the common legal practice is to exempt from VAT certain types 
of goods, services and use targets. However, within the list of use targets, there is not any kind of 
goods or services related to charitable, humanitarian or social activities. 
Also, empirical surveys show that social organizations have barely applied for tax refunds due to 
extremely difficult and complex procedures. 

III. Cross-Border Philanthropic Flows 

The two questions in this section concern laws and regulations governing the fiscal constraints of 
giving and receiving cross-border donations. The scoring for these questions pertains to the donor 
and receiving entities. 

Question 6: To what extent is the legal regulatory environment favorable to sending cross-
border donations? 

Score: 2.0 

This indicator is not quite relevant to the case study of Vietnam. Currently, there are no existing 
regulations regarding cross-border charitable donations by Vietnamese residents and corporations 
based in Vietnam to foreign countries. This can be understandable because Vietnam is still a poor 
country, and the demands for domestic charitable donations remain prevalent, so domestic 
individuals and corporative donors want to focus on domestic needs rather than reaching out to the 
outside world. 

Yet, Ordinance No. 06/2013/UBTVQH13 on foreign currencies regulates in very general terms how 
to transfer direct investments abroad with unclear information on the type of activities, the size of 
donations, etc. For example, Article 14 of this document stipulates overall that when direct 
investment abroad is allowed, the Vietnamese resident must open a foreign currency account in an 
authorized bank and register the transfer in accordance with the regulations of the State Bank of 
Vietnam. 

Question 7: To what extent is the legal regulatory environment favorable to receiving cross-
border donations? 

Score: 2.2 

In Vietnam, it is difficult to receive not only domestic but also cross-border donations. The only 
advantage for social organizations about the existing legal framework for receiving foreign donations 
is the consistency of the related regulations (Vietnam Center for Economic and Policy Research, 
2017). They are not scattered, and have been concretized in Decree 93/2009 / ND-CP, which has 
been detailed in Circular 07/2010 / TT-BKH. 

However, in order to receive cross-country donations, the organizations must go through a highly 
confusing, costly bureaucratic process of approval, and afterwards they are still subject to being 
controlled and obliged to report to state agencies. A local NGO leader revealed that mobilizing funds 
is a tough work but it is even harder to deal with all the bureaucratic procedures within the country 
to be able to receive that grant allocated by foreign donors (People’s Participation Working Group, 
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THE GLOBAL PHILANTHROPY ENVIRONMENT INDEX
 

2016). He mentioned that he had to work with seven or eight government ministries regarding this. 
The methods of project implementation are also deeply controlled by bureaucratic practice (such as 
under the form of a compulsory "Project Management Unit"). The state agencies take deep 
interventions into the process of receiving donations, which causes ineffectiveness and waste for 
both sides. 

There is also evidence that organizations with small size of funding and less experience tend to 
encounter more registration procedures, being subject to more complex controls, which indicates 
inappropriateness and paradox of state management. Another practice is large organizations, which 
have closer relationships with state authorities, are more familiar with administrative procedures so 
it might be easier for them to procure approval for receiving foreign donations. 

As part of the practice of using administrative power to control civil relationships between state 
agencies and organizations in Vietnam, the process of receiving cross-country donation is highly 
bureaucratic and troublesome (Vietnam Center for Economic and Policy Research, 2017) 

IV. Political and Governance Environment 

The three indicator questions in the next two sections concern the political and governance context, 
socio-cultural characteristics, and economic conditions that influence the environment for 
philanthropy.  

Question 8: To what extent is the political and governance environment favorable for 
philanthropy? 

Score: 3.2 

In Vietnam, there are increasing signs of collaboration between government and local NGOs in a 
number of areas such as technical assistance and public consultation for some key national 
legislations (e.g. Land Law, Constitution, and Budget Law). The extent of collaboration between the 
two sectors, albeit still limited, is increasing. In certain occasions, government has allowed the 
participation of philanthropic organizations in advocating, and implementing public programs. Local 
organizations are invited to participate to some extent in policy debates because the involvement of 
local social actors has become one of the donors' requirements for partner governments in receiving 
development aid. 

However, as indicated elsewhere, legitimacy of philanthropic organizations is precarious because 
the institutional arrangements for the healthy development of the philanthropic activities are flawed. 
Due to burdensome bureaucratic practice and legalistic requirements, local organizations encounter 
loads of difficulties in registration and the implementation of their project activities despite the fact 
that they have legal recognition and their projects have been approved. This is even harder for 
unregistered/independent groups because the local authorities are barely cooperative. State 
ambivalence to philanthropic organizations still prevails. 

So, in Vietnam the political environment favorable for philanthropic freedom has yet to be 
established, and the right to association and assembly that citizens are entitled to are not protected. 
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THE GLOBAL PHILANTHROPY ENVIRONMENT INDEX 

Question 9: To what extent are public policies and practices favorable for philanthropy? 

Score: 3.2 

In Vietnam, the public policies and practices are causing multiple obstacles to philanthropic freedom. 
As indicated, the registration process is impeded by abundant detailed legalistic requirements (e.g. 
requirements on number of staff, staff qualifications, infrastructure, registered capital, etc.) and 
bureaucratic practice. For example, organizations must seek permission for the implementation of 
specific project activities (conferences, workshops, outdoor public events) even when the project as 
a whole has been approved by multiple (seven or eight) government departments and their funders’ 
office are legally based in Vietnam. This practice is even much harder for the organizations in the 
southern part like Ho Chi Minh City. 

According to the existing laws, science and technology organizations in Vietnam (the most common 
form of NGOs) are not allowed to mobilize funds even from local communities and the private sector. 
This is a huge predicament for NGOs especially when the funding landscape is remarkably waning. 
There are differences in state behaviors towards different kinds of organizations. The organizations 
led by retired officials are favored than those led by ordinary people or by those who seek to operate 
independently from state affiliations. Government discrimination towards the latter exists in almost 
every area, including organizations that are apolitical such as organizations working to prevent HIV 
or organizations for social protection of vulnerable groups like children in particularly difficulty 
circumstances (homeless children living in the streets for instance). 

Thus, philanthropic freedom has not been enabled to develop healthily by the Vietnamese state. 
Freedom of association is frequently inhibited by legal regulations and bureaucratic practice. This 
makes it extremely difficult for especially independent, critical groups or groups in the south (Le 
Quang Binh et al., 2016). 

V. Socio-Cultural Environment 

Question 10: To what extent are socio-cultural values and practices favorable for 
philanthropy? 

Score: 3.5 

Traditionally, Vietnamese people have a strong philanthropic culture, i.e. supporting those who are 
in need. It is reflected in an old Vietnamese proverb 'healthy leaves cover torn leaves'. This is 
considered as an integral part of the traditional 'sharing' culture of local communities who are 
exposed to harsh natural conditions (e.g. natural calamities, crop failures). It is reported that 
charitable donations are exercised better in the South than in the North, especially faith-based 
organizations and groups are doing far better than others. This is because the society in the north 
used to be heavily influenced by the subsidy economy, where the state exclusively suppressed the 
roles of social actors in providing social goods and services. Because of this, the philanthropic 
activities in the south are more dynamic and developed than in the north. 

In general, people perceive philanthropy as good for society and important to address societal 
problems, however they tend to be more willing to make contributions to 'quick-fix' cases (supporting 
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THE GLOBAL PHILANTHROPY ENVIRONMENT INDEX
 

a specific causes like orphans living in streets, or building schools for ethnic minority children) than 
donating to a longer-term development project (e.g. environmental protection, policy advocacy, 
human rights protection). This is partly because people do not see tangible impacts of their 
contribution in these projects, and also they do not want to be involved in activities that are 
considered sensitive and they think might bring them problems with the authority. They feel uneasy 
when being asked by the authorities about their contribution to some NGOs. 

It has been observed that raising donations is largely conducted by the state system (i.e. state-owned 
mass organizations such as Women's Union, Fatherland Front). Misspending, lack of transparency, 
and corruption in these organizations have been exposed to the public in recent years, which 
contributes to undermine social trust in philanthropy. 

VI. Future of Philanthropy 

These questions are used to provide a general picture of the future of philanthropy in this country as 
well as recommendations to improve the philanthropic environment. 

Current state of the philanthropic sector 

The philanthropic sector in Vietnam is burgeoning. The potential for its development in the country 
is high because Vietnamese people have strong philanthropic traditions. In particular, with the aid of 
the internet and social media, individuals (e.g. urban middle class) and informal groups are more 
active in getting involved in this sector (e.g. through crowdfunding). However, it is still fragmented 
and unorganized due to the dearth of an enabling legal framework to boost its healthy development. 
A large majority of philanthropic activities are either taken by the state-owned mass organizations, 
(e.g. Women's Union, Fatherland Front, and Farmer’s Union) and voluntary unregistered/informal 
groups. People show reluctance in engaging with the former, but are willingness to donate to the 
latter. This is because they have built people’s trust by extensively focusing on specific cases with 
quick fix rather than on long-term aims. The practice also shows that it is much easier to mobilize 
donations to support specific causes like flood victims, or poor or people with disabilities, than 
supporting the development of projects with long-term or intangible results not always understood 
by donors. 

Another critical observation is that it is very challenging for local NGOs to mobilize donations from 
individuals and corporations. There are a number of reasons for this. First, when an organization 
seeks to mobilize donations in a locality, it has to engage with the local administration, which acts 
as gatekeeper. Obtaining a permission to conduct this activity is not easy at all in an unclear legal 
framework and an environment of government’s ambivalence towards philanthropic activities.  
Second, people also feel hesitant to engage in philanthropic activities with NGOs because, to a 
certain extent they are still influenced by the overwhelming state propaganda on civil society under 
the discourse such as 'peaceful revolution', 'color revolution', 'overthrow'. 

Third, the information regarding the squandering and corruption in the use of philanthropic donations 
has been increasingly exposed to the public on the media. Although this negative phenomenon is 
caused by state nonprofits, it has badly influenced the philanthropic environment in Vietnam. It 
makes people feel skeptical about motivations, objectives as well as accountability of philanthropic 
organizations. 
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THE GLOBAL PHILANTHROPY ENVIRONMENT INDEX
 

Three major recent events affecting the philanthropic landscape between January 2014 and 
December 2016 

	 The first Annual Conference on the role of civil society organizations in the cultural, 
socioeconomic development of Vietnam organized by three civil society networks. This was 
the first time this kind of conference on civil society organizations was organized. A wide 
range of topics were covered in this conference focused on philanthropy, such as legal and 
regulatory issues, relationships between the state and the third sector, etc; 

	 The Law on Association. This law has been delayed for approval over twenty years. In 2016, 
the National Assembly decided to bring it back to the table but right after the revised draft 
was introduced for public consultation, it encountered loads of criticism from civil society 
sector for it showed more state control. Civil society organizations networked and 
collaborated to lobby the political system not to pass this law. Finally, their efforts were 
successful. If it had been passed, this meant that philanthropic freedom would be even more 
threatened; and 

	 In 2017, the Second Annual Conference on civil society organizations was organized, entitled 
" The philosophy of development: lessons learnt from the part and future orientation for 
Vietnam". This conference integrated more political issues such as human rights, 
environmental justice, and democratic values. It was successfully organized with no 
excessive interventions from the police. The success of two National conferences on civil 
society signals an expanding space for associationalism in Vietnam. 

Future development trends in the philanthropic landscape 

The major future development trends: 

1. 	 Despite the international donor retreat and budget constraint, community based organizations 
are doing well in mobilizing philanthropic funds. This is because traditionally they do not 
depend on foreign donors, but have depended on donations from the communities, thrive 
from communities, and they know how to build community trust and mobilize resources. Most 
of these organizations are unregistered. However, these organizations have faced many legal 
obstacles. In order to support them to better contribute to community development, the 
government needs to recognize the legitimacy of these organizations even though they are 
not registered; 

2. 	Local NGOs will gradually convert themselves to social enterprises providing consulting 
services to raise revenues. NGOs in Vietnam are not membership-based organizations 
according to the existing laws so they are not allowed to collect membership fees. NGOs are 
striving to reach out more to the public and business communities, make them understand 
more about the important role that they are playing, to build more social trust so that they can 
mobilize better public support for their activities; 

3. 	 Crowdfunding for philanthropic activities on social media is remarkably growing, especially it 
receives wide support from the emerging urban middle class, and it has so far not 
encountered any state interventions; and 
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4. 	 Faith-based organizations are performing much better in philanthropic activities, other types 
of organizations are trying to learn lessons from them. 

Three key recommendations to improve the environment for philanthropy 

	 The law on association once approved needs to recognize the legitimacy of unregistered 
organizations. They are unregistered but they have the right to operate legally. Although 
community based organizations and informal groups are conducting philanthropic activities 
effectively, there are many institutional obstacles, which impede their potentials and 
effectiveness. Legal barriers need to be removed and administrative procedures need to be 
minimized to support these organizations; 

	 Obviously, resources for philanthropic development in the short and long term must come 
from domestic sources such as the private sector, individuals and philanthropists. Therefore, 
it is imperative for the government to develop a specific and clear tax benefit system to 
encourage donors to engage effectively in philanthropic activities. For example, tax incentives 
need to be clearly established for donations made by corporations to philanthropic 
organizations. Tax refund procedures should be simplified for social welfare activities of 
philanthropic organizations. Discrimination against philanthropic activities conducted by non-
state actors needs end. Currently, state-owned mass organizations receive numerous 
institutional supports; however, they are ineffective and not always accountable; and 

	 It is necessary to simplify the procedures of receiving cross-country donations, especially in 
'non-sensitive' and prioritized areas such as agriculture and rural development, poverty 
reduction, and health care. It is necessary to amend Decree 93 and on the management and 
use of ODA towards the simplification of regulations, enabling civil society organizations to 
make best use of international assistance to address social welfare problems. 
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