It's been almost a year since the June 2010 World Economic Forum on East Asia, held in Ho Chi Minh City. How far has Vietnam come in the last year towards it's goal of becoming less dependent on fossil fuels, and paving the way for a new, “green”, Southeast Asia?


The 2010 World Economic Forum, held in Ho Chi Minh City, promoted itself as the medium for which sweeping reforms in Asian finance and innovation would be generated. Vietnam, the hosts, pledged to make leaps and bounds in alternative energy in the coming year. Perhaps taking a nod from China's success as both a domestic and international producer of alternative energy and affiliated products, Vietnam hopes to supplement it's rapid industrialization with alternative energy sources to reduce its carbon emissions.


Unlike China, who's economy has been rapidly expanding for nearly three decades, Vietnam's recent economic boom (beginning in the early 1990s) means that has some catching up to do. This is especially true in areas regarding environmental awareness and diversifying it's energy consumption. Adding to this disadvantage is Vietnam's relatively low GDP, making expensive technology such as solar panels and hydroelectric plants a huge financial burden on the tightly controlled, state planned socialist-oriented market economy. 


There are, however, signs of progress. The first hydro power project, assisted by the World Bank, is actually in Vietnam The $380 Million Trung Son Hydro Power Project is officially being built by the Vietnamese state owned power agency, but has significant backing by the World Bank. Vietnam also pledges to continue working on previous alternative energy products, such as the 2009 Renewable Energy Development Project, and 2010's First Power Sector Reform Development Policy Operation Program.


But there are unfortunately many hurdles Vietnam must jump through in order to proclaim itself the alternative energy capital of Southeast Asia. First, a significant percentage of the population is unaffected by the push for progress in the energy sector, due to the current low use of electricity, especially at the subsidized, state level. Villagers in areas such as Sapa depend on local, diesel powered generators and are unlikely to be affected by an energy boom. Also, Vietnam's low GDP would make it unable to buy from current Alt-Energy juggernauts such as China and Japan.


The solution? Outsource production. Companies in Japan, and even the US, could begin to outsource production of devices such as solar panels and wind turbines to areas like Vietnam. This could influence the local government and business community, and allow for the gradual saturation of ideas regarding renewable energy as Vietnam's economy continues it's boom in the private and foreign investor sections in the years to come.

