
Appropriate Attire: Although the Vietnamese are generally tolerant of foreign ways, it 
is best to dress modestly. Foreigners displaying navels, chests, or shoulders, or 
wearing hot pants will attract stares. Thongs and nude bathing are inappropriate. 
 
Gestures: Men usually shake hands with one another; however, women don’t. Don’t 
be put off by Vietnamese concepts of personal space, characterized by close talking, 
friendly touching, patting, and hand holding. “My, you are hairy,” folks will say when 
stroking your arm on a crowded local bus. A little frustrating to some Westerners. 
Men and women walk in pairs arm in arm or holding hands, but there’s nothing 
sexual about it. 
 
Avoiding Offense: You will find few Vietnamese interested in talking about the war 
years, though not out of shame but more out of a powerful focus on the moment and 
the future (most Vietnamese were in fact born after the war, too). Avoid political 
debate, and be respectful at Vietnam’s patriotic sites (such as the Ho Chi Minh 
Mausoleum and any memorials). Punctuality in business is expected, but is 
somewhat looser among friends. Short of friendly banter while haggling, avoid 
confrontation of any kind. 
 
Eating & Drinking: Vietnamese table manners are casual, and use of either a fork 
and spoon or chopsticks is appropriate. Family meals are eaten on the floor around a 
central banquet. If invited to a home, pay attention to the order of service, and be 
sure to proffer the most select delicacies on the eldest member of the group. It is 
standard practice to wipe utensils with a napkin before eating. Vietnamese typically 
eat a very early breakfast, a long languid lunch, and an early evening meal. Many 
storefronts and noodle shops stay open late for the younger party crowd. 
 
Photography: Be very cautious about taking photographs among Vietnam’s ethnic 
hilltribe minorities in the far north and Central Highlands. Ask first, respect an answer 
of “no” (true anywhere), and avoid photographing sacred shrines of hilltribe people. 
Culture Shock! (Graphic Arts Center Publishing Co.) is a book series dedicated to 
helping travelers overcome the stereotypes, misinformation, and anxiety about 
traveling to new places. Culture Shock: Vietnam, by Claire Ellis is a helpful resource. 
 
Hospitals– In Hanoi the expatriate choice for comprehensive services is The Hanoi 
French Hospital, south of the town center at 1 Phuong Mai. For emergencies or 
minor medical issues in Hanoi, stop in at the convenient International SOS medical 
center at 31 Hai Ba Trung St., just south of Hoan Kiem Lake; call the 24-hour service 
center for emergencies. They have both Vietnamese and foreign doctors on call. 
Also, in Hanoi find the Hanoi Family Medical Practice at Van Phuc Diplomatic 
Compound at 298 Kim Phuc. 
In Ho Chi Minh City, International SOS is at 65 Nguyen Du St., District 1. Also, in Ho 
Chi Minh, the folks from the Hanoi French Hospital are building a new facility. 
Internet– Internet cafes are found in cities throughout Vietnam, especially in popular 
guesthouse and hotel areas. At cafes, rates are dirt cheap — usually around 4,000 
VND (a little less than 25¢) per hour. In rural areas and at hotel business centers, 
rates are usually much more expensive. Take a short walk and you can find 
affordable service. 
 



Language– Vietnamese is the official language of Vietnam. Older residents speak 
and understand French, and young folks are busily learning Chinese these days. 
While English is widely spoken among folks in the service industry in Hanoi and 
Saigon, it is harder to find in other tourist destinations. Off the beaten track, arm 
yourself with as many Vietnamese words as you can muster and a dictionary. 
 
Liquor Laws– There are virtually no age restrictions limiting when or where you can 
buy or consume drinks. Laws against drinking and driving are not enforced, so it is 
not uncommon to find that your motorbike or taxi driver has had a few. Be cautious, 
especially at night. 
 
Lost & Found– Be sure to tell all of your credit card companies the minute you 
discover your wallet has been lost or stolen and file a report at the nearest police 
precinct. Your credit card company or insurer may require a police report number or 
record of the loss. Most credit card companies have an emergency toll-free number 
to call if your card is lost or stolen; they may be able to wire you a cash advance 
immediately or deliver an emergency credit card in a day or two. 
 
Visa’s U.S. emergency number is tel. 800/847-2911 or 410/581-9994. American 
Express cardholders and traveler’s check holders should call tel. 800/221-7282. 
MasterCard holders should call tel. 800/307-7309 or 636/722-7111. For other credit 
cards, call the toll-free-number directory at tel. 800/555-1212. 
If you need emergency cash over the weekend when all banks and American 
Express offices are closed, you can have money wired to you via Western Union (tel. 
800/325-6000; www.westernunion.com). 
Identity theft or fraud are potential complications of losing your wallet, especially if 
you’ve lost your driver’s license along with your cash and credit cards. Notify the 
major credit-reporting bureaus immediately; placing a fraud alert on your records 
may protect you against liability for criminal activity. The three major U.S. credit-
reporting agencies are Equifax, Experian and TransUnion. Finally, if you’ve lost all 
forms of photo ID, call your airline and explain the situation; they might allow you to 
board the plane if you have a copy of your passport, Vietnam visa or birth certificate 
and a copy of the police report you’ve filed. 
Mail A regular airmail letter will take about 10 days to reach North America, 7 to 
reach Europe, and 4 to reach Australia or New Zealand. Mailing things from Vietnam 
is expensive. A letter weighing up to 10 grams costs 13,000 VND (85¢) to North 
America, 11,000 VND (75¢) to Europe, and 9,000 VND (60¢) to Australia/New 
Zealand; postcards, respectively, cost 8,000 VND (55¢), 7,000 VND (45¢), and 6,000 
VND (40¢). Express mail services such as FedEx and DHL are easily available and 
are usually located in or around every city’s main post office. 
 
Maps– You can find a host of free local tourist magazines with free area maps and 
information. Bookstores in the larger cities, as well as street vendors, can sell your 
local or regional maps, as well as a few newly published national atlases. 
 
Newspapers & Magazines– The Vietnam News is a good English-language daily and 
is available everywhere. They print the day’s big wire stories as well as local interest 
stories, many of a fun, propagandistic slant (always positive about the Communist 
Party and Vietnam’s economic progress). The Vietnam Economic Times is a monthly 
news magazine focused on the economy; it also publishes a monthly tourism 
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supplement, the Guide, which is available on international flights and in travel offices. 
Pathfinder is a free local guide including extensive hotel and restaurant listings, 
current happenings, and an “Expat” section with news and advice for people living 
and working in Vietnam. 
 
Passports and Vietnam visa for residents of the United States: Whether you’re 
applying in person or by mail, you can download passport applications from the U.S. 
State Department website at http://travel.state.gov. For general information, call the 
National Passport Agency. To find your regional passport office, either check the 
U.S. State Department website or call the National Passport Information Center toll-
free number for automated information. 
For Residents of Canada: Passport applications are available at travel agencies 
throughout Canada or from the central Passport Office, Department of Foreign 
Affairs and International Trade, Ottawa, ON K1A 0G3 (tel. 800/567-6868; 
www.ppt.gc.ca). 
For Residents of the United Kingdom: To pick up an application for a standard 10-
year passport (5-year passport for children under 16), visit your nearest passport 
office, major post office, or travel agency or contact the United Kingdom Passport 
Service at tel. 0870/521-0410 or search its website at www.ukpa.gov.uk. 
For Residents of Ireland: You can apply for a 10-year passport at the Passport 
Office, Setanta Centre, Molesworth Street, Dublin 2 (tel. 01/671-1633; 
www.irlgov.ie/iveagh). Those under age 18 and over 65 must apply for a €12 3-year 
passport. You can also apply at 1A South Mall, Cork (tel. 021/272-525), or at most 
main post offices. 
For Residents of Australia: You can pick up an application from your local post office 
or any branch of Passports Australia, but you must schedule an interview at the 
passport office to present your application materials. Call the Australian Passport 
Information Service at tel. 131-232, or visit the government website at 
www.passports.gov.au. 
For Residents of New Zealand: You can pick up a passport application at any New 
Zealand Passports Office or download it from their website. Contact the Passports 
Office at tel. 0800/225-050 in New Zealand or 04/474-8100, or log on to 
www.passports.govt.nz. 
 
Police– You won’t find a helpful cop on every street corner — just the opposite. 
Count on them only in cases of dire emergency, and learn a few words of 
Vietnamese to help you along. Moreover, police here can sometimes be part of the 
problem. Especially in the south, you and your car/motorbike driver might, for 
instance, be stopped for a minor traffic infraction and “fined.” If the amount isn’t too 
large, cooperate. Corruption is the rule, and palm-greasing and graft pose as police 
process. Be aware. 
 
Restrooms– Public toilets (cau tieu) are nonexistent in Vietnam outside of tourist 
attractions, but you’ll be welcome in hotels and restaurants. Except for newer hotels 
and restaurants, squat-style toilets prevail. You’ll often see a tub of water with a bowl 
next to the toilet. Throw two or three scoops of water in the bowl to flush. Important 
note: Dodgy plumbing means that used toilet paper is discarded in a wastepaper 
basket next to the toilet basin (usually indicated by a sign). It’s a good idea to bring 
your own paper and antiseptic hand wipes — just in case. 
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Safety– Vietnam is a safe destination, but take heed of the following: First, the traffic 
is deadly, so be cautious when crossing the street anywhere; in big cities, 
pedestrians cross in groups and, if alone, wade out into it and maintain a steady 
pace. Second, women should play it safe and avoid going out alone late at night. 
Third, and most important, beware of unexploded mines when hiking or exploring, 
especially through old war zones such as the DMZ or My Son. Don’t stray off an 
established path, and don’t touch anything you might find lying on the ground. 
 
Smoking– “No Smoking” areas are rare in Vietnam, and even those that exist are 
often not well ventilated. Like other countries in the region, Vietnam is a smoker’s 
paradise, and complaining about secondhand smoke is often met with confusion. 
 
Taxes– A 20% VAT was instituted for hotels and restaurants in January 1999, but 
expect variation in how it’s followed. Upscale establishments might add the full 20%, 
and some might even tack on an additional 5% service charge. Others might absorb 
the tax in their prices, and still others will ignore it entirely. Inquire before booking or 
eating. 
 
Telephones– For domestic calls, visit the post office, where public phone service is 
offered at affordable rates, or buy a domestic phone card at any post office or phone 
company branch, usually at a rate of about 1,000 VND (5¢) per minute. Local calls 
from hotels come with exorbitant surcharges and are best avoided. 
The best way to make international calls from Vietnam is using an international 
calling card program, the likes of AT&T or MCI. Most hotels offer international direct 
dialing, but with exorbitant surcharges of 10% to 25% on already inflated rates. 
International calls from any post office are more affordable, but without a calling card 
it is usually over $1 per minute. Internet phone service is available at most little 
Internet storefronts. You can buy a card that gives you rates as low as 3,000 VND 
(20¢) per minute, but many Internet shops don’t allow you to use cards purchased 
elsewhere and levy a small surcharge on top of the 3,000 VND per minute. Internet 
phone quality ranges widely, best from the larger cities, and there is always a slight 
“walkie-talkie” delay, but it is the most affordable way to stay connected. 
If you have a GSM cellphone that accepts SIM cards, you can buy an affordable plan 
at any post office or telecommunications center. The trick here is that receiving calls 
from anywhere is free of charge, so you can buy someone back home an affordable 
international phone card and arrange times when they can call you. 


