Volunteer Information

Arrival

General

This document has been compiled with the co-operation of various Non Government Organisations operating in Hoi An. 

The aim is to provide you with further information which will hopefully help make your transition to life in Hoi An enjoyable and your early days a little easier.

If you believe any information in this document needs changing, or if you feel other information should be included for future volunteers, we would appreciate you letting your NGO know so we can make updates. Vietnam is developing very rapidly, and inflation is high – things change rapidly (except for the road works in the Old Town!).

Some of the NGO’s who currently operate in Hoi An and whose staff and volunteers you will encounter whilst you are here are:

Blue Dragon Children’s Foundation -www.streetkidsinvietnam.com (managing the Hoi An Children’s Home)

CHIA - www.childrenshopeinaction.org
The Hoi An Foundation - www.hoianfoundation.org
The Kianh Foundation - www.kianh.org.uk (operating at the Hoi An Orphanage)

Lifestart Foundation - www.lifestartfoundation.org.au
Project Indochina - www.projectindochina.org

A group of people from some of these organizations meet for regular Friday night drinks from 6pm. Currently this is at Treats Café and Restaurant, Tran Hung Dao St (near Hai Ba Trung St lights).  Drop by and join us as this is a good way to meet other volunteers, to make friends and contacts and to find out more info about life in Hoi An. Check with your NGO as this regular venue may change.

HOI AN (Quang Nam Province)

Population 121,000

The town was founded as the port of Fai Fo in the 15th Century, and renamed Hoi An in 1954. With its amazingly well preserved and varied architecture Hoi An was recognised in 1999 as a UNESCO World Heritage Site.  Danang eclipsed Hoi An as the local centre of commerce during the 19th century. Old Town Hoi An remains today as a charming area retaining its history of Chinese, Japanese, Dutch, French and Portuguese merchants through its architecture of houses, pagodas and monuments.

ORIENTATION

Purchase a local map when you arrive (approx 12,000VND). They are available from the stationery shop or bookshop in Nguyen Hue St just down from the corner with Tran Hung Dao St. A good investment early as you find your way around town.

CLOTHING

Please dress modestly. As you go about your life here in Hoi An, you will come to better appreciate the modesty of the local people, and see more clearly the inappropriate dress of some tourists. Revealing singlet tops and short shorts etc are not suitable. This is particularly important when you visit a temple/pagoda. To enter, you will need to cover us and dress modestly - definitely no shorts or shoulders exposed.

VIETNAMESE CUSTOMS

Buddhists view the head as the holiest place of the body – it is extremely bad form to touch a Vietnamese on the head and it’s considered an insult. The feet are considered the dirtiest part of the body. Never point your feet at an image of Buddha – it is extremely rude and unforgivable. Likewise women should never touch a monk, nor sit beside one on public transport.

Remove your shoes before entering a temple or someone’s home.

Another aspect of Vietnamese modesty is the lack of public displays of affection. Please respect this and be equally restrained.
It is rude to show anger, raise your voice in anger or frustration or make someone look stupid – just smile and ‘breathe’ your way through some of the daily frustrations you may/will encounter.

As you get to know people it is embarrassing for the Vietnamese to be thanked all the time. It is expected that you do things for friends, and vice versa without expecting thanks.
Bear in mind Vietnamese time is more elastic than western time – and our western urgency to ‘get things done’ is not necessarily carried out in the same speedy manner as at home. Remember too, that yes means maybe, maybe means probably, no usually means no but tomorrow is a whole new day!

As in other Asian countries, the left hand should never be used for hand shakes, or handing items like money or goods to people. Use your right hand, but even more polite is to use both hands, or use the right hand with the left holding the wrist or elbow of the right.

The Vietnamese are not necessarily daily temple goers, however, houses will usually have some form of shrine for daily devotions. Most houses will have an ‘ancestors room’. Please be mindful and respectful of it. When looking at houses to rent ask the landlord if you can use the ‘ancestor’s room’ as some will not allow you to make use of this room.

HEALTH AND SAFETY

Please provide your NGO with a copy of your travel insurance and your passport.  They will keep these on file in case of emergency.

Medical - Hoi An

Pacific Medical Care (Pacific Hospital), 38/6 Lê Hồng Phong St, Hoi An (actually it’s down a side street), 0510 921398 is a newly-opened private hospital, including ambulance service, emergency room, medical consultations, all at reasonable prices. Only a few staff have basic English, but this is being rectified. 

Medical – Hoi An

Check if there is a resident or visiting expat Doctor at the time you are here.

Medical - Danang

Danang Family Medical Practice 84 (0)5 115 82699 at 50 -52 Nguyen Van Linh Danang. Excellent service with Australian and Philipino doctors.

Dental - Danang

A good dentist in Danang is Dr Viet 0511893545 at 65 Nguyen Thi Minh Khai Danang

Accidents

Foreigners do have accidents, especially on motorbikes. If you have an accident, get some foreign help as soon as you can. When Vietnamese have serious accidents they must call the police and wait for the police to arrive before clearing the accident scene. If you require an ambulance please do your best to ensure you are taken to the Pacific Private Hospital and NOT the Hoi An Hospital (a place to be avoided at all costs). For serious emergencies Danang Hospital is the best local alternative or a flight to Bangkok.
Again, travel insurance is essential. If you have not organized it prior to your arrival in Hoi An we strongly urge you contact your family/friends back at home and ask them to organize a policy on your behalf to cover the duration of your stay.
Please note that Dengue Fever is a mosquito borne disease and you should take precautions.  You are at risk in being bitten by a Dengue Fever mosquito during the daytime, rather than the more widely known sundown and evening activities of the Malaria mosquito. Do carry a mosquito repellent with you – they can be purchased locally (Remos is one brand worth trying).

It is a good idea to carry your hotel’s business card or a business card for someone from your NGO in your wallet.  In the event that you have an accident or are in need of medical help, it may come in handy for others to make contact on your behalf.

Here are some useful phone numbers, but you will need to speak Vietnamese to speak to the operator!!:

Police 113

Fire 114

Emergency 115

BANKING

Agribank on the corner of Trang Hung Dao St and Nguyen Trong To St. has a 5 million dong withdrawal limit – on a good day !! (rather than the standard 2 million dong limit of the other bank’s ATMs). There are many other ATMs around town including on Le Loi Street, at the Hoi An Post Office and next door to Treats Café.

INTERNATIONAL CALLS

Calls can be made from the main Post Office – reduced rates on Sunday.  It’s also possible to make cheaper internet based international calls from Mr Hung’s travel/internet office opposite Treats Café in Tran Hung Dao St or at various other small internet offices around town.

SOME LEISURE ACTIVITIES

Swimming 

* Cua Dai Beach (approx 20 mins cycle down Tran Hung Dao which turns into Cua Dai St and leads direct to the beach) 

* An Bang Beach (also known as local beach) (approx 20 mins cycle) down Tran Hung Dao St past Treats and turn right into Hai Ba Trung St and keep on going.

* Hoi An Hotel (it is possible to swim laps here – ask at reception for price, currently 30,000VND per day)

* Victoria Hotel- Cua Dai Beach (monthly pool membership is available).

* Red Bridge Restaurant and Pool (Pool & restaurant – lovely setting by the river)

* Tour on your bicycle around Hoi An or follow the bridges over the river to explore An Hoi, Cam Nam Island or take your bike on a local ferry to Cam Kim.

* Rent a motorbike (again, take care as you may not be covered by your travel insurance if you do not have a license). Visit Marble Mountain, China Beach or Danang.
* Visit My Son, Hue or take a diving tour to Cham Island.

* Cooking classes – many local restaurants offer cooking classes – Red Bridge, Morning Glory, Blue Dragon, Café 96, Hai Café and Laugh Cafe are just some of them. Classes range from demonstrations to hands on cooking, to tours which involve shopping for ingredients in the local markets.

* Tai Chi/Martial arts lessons (Available at the time of writing, but ask around)

* Cinema – the cinema in Hoi An shows Vietnamese movies and some Western movies but these are dubbed over in Vietnamese. Take a cushion!

* Shopping – everyone has their favourite tailor, jeweller, shoe maker or bicycle repair place – ask around for recommendations. Ask your NGOs as they will probably have local shops and businesses they particularly support. 

* We do recommend a visit to Reaching Out, 103 Nguyen Thai Hoc, a handicraft shop stocked with quality goods made by local disabled people – you are welcome to visit the workshop at the rear of the shop to see the goods being made. They offer a 10% discount to Volunteers. 

TRAVEL ARRANGEMENTS

Again Mr Hung (mentioned above) can organise visa extensions, travel bookings, and tours.  He has an ear to the ground and may also have contact for houses to rent.

DANANG SHOPPING (the big smoke!!)

There is a supermarket under construction in Hoi An, but most volunteers will make regular visits Danang and its two big supermarkets/department stores.

Occasionally minibus charters are organised by ex-pats to go shopping in Danang. The cost depends on the numbers on the bus, but 60,000-80,000 VND would be an average price for a seat on a full bus.

One way trip to Danang by taxi is about US$10-$15 (40 minutes) or rent a motorbike. 

There are regular local buses between Hoi An and Danang.  They take around double the time but are a fraction of the cost. It should cost 10-15,000VND each way but the price will be inflated for foreigners. They will try and charge you much more than 10,000VND, but stand your ground.  Offer the correct money as if you need change you may not get as much as you expect!!

Big C is a shopping centre with a Levi shop, Polaroid Shop and a Triumph Bra and Knicker shop (not western sizes!!). Its supermarket has mostly Vietnamese items but there are some western goods. Big C has a wider selection of toiletries, cooking and cleaning utensils/equipment than Metro. 

Big C have a policy that if you purchase a faulty item (e.g. a benchtop oven), you must return it within 48 hours to have it exchanged. If you are unable to do this, they will make you deal direct with the distributor/repairer.

Metro is a cash and carry supermarket where you can buy in bulk Omo, toilet cleaner, toothpaste etc. Purchase the bulk goods here first and then head to Big C. You will need to take your passport to Metro to get a day pass. At the time of writing the variety of goods available at Metro is diminishing.

PRICES

Many locally produced & packaged products will display in small print the RRP (recommended Retail Price) in Dong on the back of the packet.
You will strike a balance after a while of what the prices ‘should be’.  Ask around a few different places before buying to get a feel for things – there is certainly a case of Tourist Price and Local price and although you may not be paying the exact local price, you can certainly get close to it, and a long way from the Tourist price (e.g. mangos could be quoted at 40,000VND per kilo but you can get them for as low as 15,000VND). Ask others what they pay for certain items to give you a guide.

Bottled Water – 1.5 litre bottles are from 5,000VND. A much cheaper alternative is to buy a 21 litre container for 10,000VND. Generally your landlord will have paid the 40,000 VND deposit so you will just be paying for each new refill.  Your landlord will organize it for you but if you are organizing it yourself you must go back to the same store for refills or pay another deposit. Consider this economical way of buying water even if you are staying in a hotel. 

A local SIM card costs 70,000VND but comes with approx 100,000VND credit.

A new Bicycle costs from 700,000 – 1,000,000 VND (with basket!) (Asama brand is recommended over Martin as they are supposedly better quality. 1,000 VND to have the tyres pumped.

Rain ponchos are sold everywhere for around 5-10,000VND, but they are not top quality, better quality ponchos are available at the market for a starting price of 25,000VND.

97 Le Loi Street is a specialty store with lots of western products.
Inflation in Vietnam is in excess of 20% - prices are rising overnight!

These prices are current as at August 2008. Please use these prices as a guide.

Tubs of Yoghurt – 3,000VND

Small baguette – 1,500VND

Baguette filled with ‘bits and pieces’ - 5,000VND

Bananas – usually 1,000VND or less, per banana in a bunch

Mangoes 15,000-20,000VND per Kilo

Fresh whole peeled pineapple from 5 -10,000VND each

Toilet Paper 3,000 – 6,000VND for a two roll pack

La Vache Qui Rit cheese – approx 24,000VND per container

Box of 20 sachets of Lipton Iced Tea – 20,000VND

Internet – around 6,000VND per hour

Small 75ml suncream – 30,000VNd (factor 30) and 55,000VND (Factor 50)

Large Bag of Coffee - 30,000VND

There are many restaurants in Hoi An.  Some are better than others, some are cheaper than others.  We will not go into detail here as you will find your way around, eat with friends and come up with your own favourites.

If you have any questions please ask your NGO– its better to ask a stupid question than make a stupid mistake!
Remember that Vietnam is not as sophisticated and advanced as our home countries. Things happen slowly here and things don’t happen as you think or expect they will.
Just “Remember to Breathe”!

Lower your expectations and go with the flow and you will find your time here happy and rewarding like those who have been here before you.
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