Volunteer Information

Pre Departure to Vietnam

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 as much practical information as possible so that you can prepare for your stay in Hoi An, whether it be a long or short term volunteering role.

Your NGO will provide you with further information more specific to their organisation.

Further information will be available on your arrival to assist with your transition to life in Hoi An.

For this document US$1.00 equals 17,000VND (Vietnamese Dong)

TRAVEL ARRANGEMENTS

International flights are available into Danang, Hanoi or Saigon either direct from your home, or via Bangkok or other Asian cities. Do consider some travelling in Vietnam before or after your stay in Hoi An. Vietnam is a wonderful country so try and enjoy other parts of the country whilst you are here.

If you arrive into either Hanoi or Saigon (Ho Chi Minh City) you will need to organise onward travel to Danang (by domestic air, train (soft sleeper is recommended) or coach/bus (sleeper coach is recommended). Hoi An is less than an hour by road from Danang. It should cost you approx US$10-$15 for a taxi transfer from Danang.

If you travel with one of the cheaper international airlines, please check their luggage allowance, as you may find they allow less than the standard 20kgs – not such a concern on the way over, but you will probably have a few extra kgs on your way back home. Hoi An is famous for its tailor shops (bring sketches, photos from magazines or clothes from home to have copied). There are also lacquerware shops and art galleries on every corner!!

If you are bringing books, material donations or equipment etc to assist your work here it is best to try and bring them with you, rather than entrust them to the postal system.  If your luggage exceeds the airline’s luggage allowance you could approach your NGO to write a letter to your airline, requesting an additional few kgs allowance to help you.

VIETNAM VISA

You will require a visa for Vietnam – please check with you local Vietnamese Consulate and discuss what visa best suits your needs. 

If you wish to rent a room, house or apartment you WILL require a business visa (Category - B3) or a volunteering visa (Category C2).  This will be noted on the top right-hand corner of your Visa. Should you be issued with a tourist visa it is possible to convert this to a business visa whilst you are in Hoi An, at a cost of approx US$200. It is possible to get visa extensions in Hoi An. You should also consider whether you require a single or multiple entry visa. Might you travel elsewhere before returning to Vietnam to fly home?

We have found that it may be best to ask for a “6 month multi-entry” visa.  DO NOT REQUEST a business visa just leave the “Type of Visa” box blank. If you indicate that you are “investigating possible investment opportunities” you will usually be given a business visa. It is not possible for your NGO to provide a letter of invitation for self-funded Volunteers.

If you are on a volunteer placement with AVI, VIDA, VSO or similar, they, or your host NGO will arrange the appropriate visa for you. You will need to check your visa expiry date as one visa is unlikely to cover a long term placement and you will need to renew during your stay.

When you enter Vietnam and fill out your immigration form in the place for “Purpose of Visit”, you must tick “Business” not “Tourism”.  Once you have a business visa, you will be allowed to apply to rent a private room or house in Hoi An.

COST OF LIVING

EATING

There are a great variety of restaurants in Hoi An so you will enjoy the eating experience of local, Vietnamese and western food. You could eat well for US$6 - 10 per day. For example, a fresh coconut juice and fried noodles with chicken and vegetables is around 55,000VND, a plain Baguette 1,500VND, a Baguette with filling 5,000VND, or Pho (Vietnamese Noodle Soup) from a street stall approx 10,000-15,000VND. A glass of draught beer costs 4,000VND and bottled beer from 10,000VND.

If you are renting a house or a room in a house and are cooking at home it is possible to eat for less than US$2.00 per meal per day. In reality you will probably eat out most nights. It is difficult to purchase fresh produce in the market at local prices without the ever present foreigner surcharge. Most people eat out for dinner, eat breakfast at home and lunch a combination of the two.

ACCOMMODATION

Consider asking your NGO to suggest a hotel close to their office for the first few days/weeks whilst you find your feet.  Hotels will sometimes offer a discount for longer stays, but this is best negotiated direct with the hotel once you are in town and can decide on what suits your needs.  Finding accommodation alternatives is best organised once you are here – as you make new friends and contacts you will more easily hear about rooms/houses for rent. 

Hotel Accommodation

There are hotels in every price range and every standard in Hoi An.  You can refer to Lonely Planet or other travel publications. There are good hotels for around US$8-US$20

Non Hotel Accommodation
For Volunteers staying for a longer period (say over 3 months) it is possible to get non hotel accommodation.  Technically only people on a Business Visa (B3) or Volunteering Visa (C2) are permitted to rent accommodation in Hoi An – you may be able to rent on a Tourist Visa but this is rare and will most likely involve a bribe. It is customary to pay rent in advance – sometimes for 3-6 months or even a year, depending on the length of stay and your landlord.

As a guide the following styles of accommodation are available:

Rent a Studio style apartment – Your own bedroom and bathroom with a/c  but generally no cooking facilities, from US$100/month. Additional charges for purified water US$0.60c /21litres, internet/ADSL US$10/month and electricity US$10-30/month and TV US$2/month.

Room with a Vietnamese Family – US$200-$250/month – which will include a private bathroom with western toilet with basic furniture.  This does not normally include meals.

Renting a House – starting from approx US$250-US$600+ depending on size and location. The most common are around US$300-$400+ for a  2-3 bedroom house

It is only practical to organise this once you are here and have made a few contacts within the local ex-pat/volunteer community. Again extra charges for electricity, drinking water, and internet.

SEASONS

September to December – Rainy and getting cooler

December to end February – Cold (Vietnamese cold, not European cold). You will need a jumper, light jacket, covered shoes and maybe a scarf.

March to May – Warm to hot

June to August – Hot to Very hot!

PACKING

Pack light! A variety of clothing and footwear is available in Hoi An – and with a myriad of tailors, clothing can be made well and cheaply. Thongs and sandals are also readily available in the markets and shops. It is best to be self sufficient in the underwear department as Western styles and sizes(!) are not readily available, even in Danang.

Clothing

Vietnam is a conservative and modest country. Please consider this when you are packing! 

Work attire in Hoi An is smart casual. Please don’t wear very short shorts, short skirts, low cut tops or anything too revealing. Knee length shorts, ¾ pants, t shirts or singlet tops with wider straps are good. Cotton and natural fibres are preferable as Hoi An can be extremely hot and humid. 

Swimming Costume: In the 5 star hotels bikinis are acceptable, however, one pieces, or bikinis covered with a t shirt and board-shorts are more appropriate at other times. Respect for the local culture is essential – considering young girls and women will swim at the beach in shorts or jeans and t shirts and local women will swim in long cotton pants and tops you can see how inappropriate a bikini would feel for you and them!

Rain ponchos are sold everywhere, if you are going to be here in the wet season you might want to bring a good poncho/raincoat with you.

Footwear

Some offices and all homes are shoe-free zones so thongs, or slip on shoes/sandals are the most practical forms of footwear. Covered shoes or non slip sandals for rainy season.

Some Items to Consider

An infuser/ electric element (available in the outdoor/camping shops). Even if you stay in a hotel you will be able to boil water for coffee/tea. Electric jugs are available locally.

Vietnam uses the two pin round electrical plug – so a converter plug is worthwhile, although they are available in Hoi An for 6,000 - 20,000 VND

Camera & Laptop

Mobile phone (available for sale in Hoi An)

Vietnamese/English Dictionary/Phrase Book (also available in Hoi An)

Bicycle Helmet (not readily available, although light-weight motorbike helmets are readily available)

Ear Plugs & Basic First Aid Supplies

Mosquito repellent DEET based

Torch (blackouts occur regularly)

FOOD

There is no supermarket in Hoi An at the moment.  Fresh fruit/veg is available in the market and there are small shops which sell general grocery items, however, the variety is not great and prices can vary from shop to shop. There is a supermarket under construction in Hoi An but most ex-pats enjoy monthly trips to the large supermarkets in Danang to stock up. There are a couple of bakeries and a few restaurants which sell cakes, bread, baguettes and pastries.

COMMUNICATIONS

Mobile Phones

Do bring you mobile phone with you.  You will be able to purchase a local Sim card which is cheaper than Global Roaming.  Contact your phone provider at home at least a few weeks before you leave to see if you require an ‘un-lock code’ to enable your phone to accept another provider’s Sim card. As an alternative it is possible to purchase reasonably priced mobiles in Hoi An. Check whether your local Sim card will allow you to SMS overseas if that’s what you require.

Internet

Internet and Skype are readily available in Hoi An.  Some hotels provide a free internet service for guests.  Internet cafes will charge up to around 6,000 VND/ hour.

ADSL is widely available so if you are here for a longer stay you might like to bring your laptop, webcam and headset. It is always worth asking if you are being charged for ADSL wireless access where you are staying – if you aren’t using it – don’t pay for it.

If you will be using programmes like Skype and others you are advised to arrive with them set up and tested. It may be difficult to find computer technical support matched with fluent English to solve your problems.
International Calls

These can be made from the main Post Office – (reduced rates on Sunday). It is possible to make cheaper internet based international calls from some of the local shops and travel agents.

MONEY

Vietnam uses a dual currency system – Vietnamese Dong and US Dollars.  Prices could be quoted in either VND or US$. You may find you pay in US$ and get change in Dong.  The ATM’s dispense in Vietnamese dong and it’s better to use the local currency. US$ may indicate wealth - why advertise it.

Banks will change the Major Currencies including, US$, Australian Dollars, Euro, Canadian.

ATMs

There are ATM's all over town. They range in limit from 2,000,000-5,000,000VND, but most dispense in 2,000,000 VND limits
Remember for each ATM withdrawal there will be a fee here and your home bank will also charge a fee. If you are staying for a longer term it is well worth considering opening a local bank account. Some banks are easier to open accounts with than others. Ask around.    

MEDICATIONS AND PHARMACY ITEMS

Unlike some Asian cities it is not as easy to get specific prescription medications over the counter.  If you have personal medications, or even the contraceptive pill, bring supplies with you.  You will be able to easily purchase moisturiser, toothpaste, shampoo, razors etc in Hoi An and also in Danang, but your specific brand may not be available so if you have strong preferences, bring them with you - prices are generally cheaper than at home. Tampons are ‘reasonably’ available in Hoi An and readily available in Danang. 

SECURITY, SAFETY HEALTH AND TRAVEL INSURANCE

Volunteers staying for longer periods of time may consider registering with the Department of Foreign Affairs in their country.  In Australia this can be done via the DFAT website. 

Inoculations
Please check with your doctor, or Government Health department.

Insurance

Comprehensive travel insurance is essential. In the worst case scenario (and it has happened) medical evacuation to your home, or to another city in Vietnam or another Asian country will be extremely expensive. 

As a precaution we suggest that you provide a photocopy of your passport, and a copy of your travel insurance details to your NGO on arrival in Hoi An.

Malaria/Dengue Fever

Malaria is not a problem in Hoi An, although there is a risk of Dengue Fever from daytime mosquito bites. Mosquito repellent which may contain DEET is available in local pharmacies, or bring a DEET based repellent with you.

Water

Purified bottled water is readily available in Vietnam.  It is not necessary to bring water purification tablets.

LOCAL TRANSPORT

For getting around Hoi An the options are on: foot, bicycle, motor bike, taxi, motor cycle taxi.  You will probably find that bicycle is the cheapest and most practical form of transport – even for those who don’t normally cycle!  It is a matter of going slowly and getting used to the road rules (or lack there-of!) Helmets are compulsory now on motor bikes, but this law does not yet apply to cyclists. You may like to consider bringing a bicycle helmet.
A bicycle is approx 10,000-15,000 VND/day to rent and from 700,000 – 1,000,000 VND to purchase.

Please note, if you decide to drive a motorbike without a Vietnamese motorbike licence your insurers may not cover you in the event of an accident.

GIFTS

Check with your NGO whether there is anything they need, either as a gift you are happy to bring (craft supplies, clothing, etc) or perhaps they have a special item they require that you could be reimbursed for on arrival.

BOOKS

There are a couple of second–hand book shops in Hoi An. One offers a 2 for 1 exchange on similar themes (e.g. 2 sci fi for 1 sci fi). Second hand prices range from 80,000 to 200,000VND. You might want to bring a couple of books with you if you enjoy reading. It is also possible to swap books with other volunteers in town.

There are other shops which sell books, and photocopies of books from 60,000VND. Danang also has book shops (but a limited selection in English)

BARGAINING

Most prices are highly inflated for the tourists. Speak to other volunteers or local staff to get a rough idea of what you should be paying for basic necessities.
Enjoy your preparation! We hope this document has been of help to you in your planning. If you have further questions please feel free to contact your NGO.

See you in Hoi An!
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