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Pre Departure Volunteer Information

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this document 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 stay or short term volunteering role. 
For the purposes of this document, US$1.00 equals 21,000VND (Vietnamese Dong). You can find the latest conversion rates at www.xe.com/ .
Please contact us if you need any further information or have any questions. 

TRAVEL ARRANGEMENTS FROM HOME

International flights are available into Danang, Hanoi or Saigon (Ho Chi Minh City) either directly from your home country, or via Bangkok or other Asian cities. Do consider travelling in Vietnam before or after your stay in Hoi An.

If you arrive into either Hanoi or Saigon you will need to organise onward travel to Danang by domestic air, train (soft sleeper is recommended – more information on http://www.seat61.com/Vietnam.htm) or coach/bus (sleeper coach is recommended).  Hoi An is about 45 minutes by road from Danang. It should cost you approx $20 for a meter taxi from Danang or about $10 if you arrange a car in advance. Please let us know if you would like us to help you with booking a local driver to collect you from the airport. 
If you are bringing books, material donations or equipment to assist your work here, it is best to try and bring them with you, rather than entrust them to the postal system as sometimes things go missing coming into Vietnam. The wishlist on our website lists some items you may like to bring over as donations.  
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. If you drive a motorbike in Vietnam without a Vietnamese license you are unlikely to covered by your travel insurance. 

Volunteers staying for longer periods of time may consider registering with the Department of Foreign Affairs in their country. For Australians this can be done via the DFAT website and for UK citizens on the FCO website. 
VISAS

You will require a visa for Vietnam. You will need to confirm your date of entry when applying for the visa and you should also consider whether you require a single or multiple entry visa. If you wish to rent a room, house or apartment you WILL require a business visa (Category B3.)

You can arrange this through your local Vietnamese embassy or apply online to reserve a visa on arrival. We have found Vietnam Visa reliable for visa’s on arrival. This is a cheaper option but make you need to allow an hour at the airport when you arrive in Vietnam to process the visa. 
PRE DEPARTURE MEDICAL ISSUES

Vaccinations

Please check with your doctor, or www.traveldoctor.com.au  regarding the recommended vaccinations for this area. Some vaccinations, such as rabies, are given as a course over up to two months before you travel so obtain vaccination advice well before your departure. 

Malaria, Dengue Fever

Malaria is not a problem in Hoi An, although there is a risk of Dengue Fever, from mosquito bites. To protect yourself bring mosquito repellent which contains DEET and cover up where possible. 
Medicines

You can buy many medicines (including medicines which you would normally need a prescription for) over the counter in Hoi An however if you are on a specific medication (including the contraceptive pill) you should bring enough to last the length of your trip. Drugs such as paracetamol, ibruprofen, antibiotics and ventolin inhalers are readily available. 
WHAT TO BRING

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 (flip-flops) 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. If you are getting clothes made you will get the most reliable results if you bring clothes from home that fit to get copied. 
Clothing

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

Rain ponchos are sold everywhere. If you are going to be here in the wet season you might want to bring a good breathable poncho/raincoat with you. Clothing may take weeks to dry in the wet season (and could go mouldy on the way) so bring a few extra tee shirts and undies to get you through.

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 are the best for the rainy season.

Items to Consider Bringing or Buying in Hoi An

· A converter plug. Vietnam uses the two pin round electrical plug. They are available in Hoi An. 
· Camera & laptop (would recommending bringing from home although both can be purchased in Da Nang if neccesary)

· Mobile phone (available for sale in Hoi An or get one from home unlocked.)

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

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

· Ear plugs & basic first aid supplies.

· Mosquito repellent with DEET. (Locally only repellent with a low percentage of DEET is available.)  

· Torch as blackouts occur regularly. (Widely available in Hoi An.) 
· You will be able to easily purchase moisturiser, toothpaste, shampoo, razors and other basic toiletry items in Hoi An and Danang quite cheaply, but your specific brand may not be available. If you have strong preferences, bring them with you.

· Tampons can be purchased in Hoi An and are readily available in Danang.

COMMUNICATION

Mobile Phones

Do bring your mobile phone with you or purchase one in Hoi An.  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. 

On the Viettel network international calls are around 200,000 VND per hour and international text messages 3,000 VND. This is cheaper than making calls from the post office or the other international call booths. 

Internet

Internet and Skype are readily available in Hoi An. Many 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.

LANGUAGE

If you wish to learn some Vietnamese before you arrive please note that dialects vary across Vietnam and that the Hoi An accent is quite different from that of Hanoi or Saigon. 

There are a number of different websites that have lessons, with playback pronunciation, but most of these are in the Hanoi accent. There are also some Vietnamese lessons offered in Hoi An – it is just a matter of asking around. 

A few words of Vietnamese will go a long way to making day to day life a little easier and may help you avoid paying the full tourist prices.

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 ATMs dispense in VND and it’s better to use the local currency. US$ may indicate wealth and we recommend you do not behave in a way that brings adverse attention or advertises money.

Jewellery stores near the market advertise their rates for changing money and give better rates than the banks. 
ATMs

There are ATMs all over town. They range in limit from 2,000,000 to 5,000,000 VND, but most dispense in 2,000,000 VND limits. Agribank on the corner of Tran Hung Dao Street and Nguyen Trong To Street has a 5 million Dong withdrawal limit on a good day.

Remember for each ATM withdrawal there will be a fee here (around 20,000 VND) and your home bank may also charge a fee. If you are staying for a longer term it is worth considering opening a local bank account. In some banks it is easier to open an account than others. Saccombank is one suggestion. 
VIETNAMESE CUSTOMS

Buddhists view the head as the holiest part of the body. It is extremely bad manners 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. 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 general 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 encounter.

Bear in mind Vietnamese time is more elastic than western time and our western urgency to get things done is unknown here. 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 handshakes, or handing items like money or goods to people. Use your right hand or it is even more polite to use both hands. Use your 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 show respect. When looking at houses to rent it is polite to ask permission of the landlord before you enter the ‘ancestors room’ as some will not allow you to make use of this room. 

HEALTH and HOSPITALS

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 preferably fly to Bangkok or Singapore.

Medical – Hoi An

Pacific Medical Care (Pacific Hospital), 38/6 Le Hong 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. Only a few staff have basic English. 
Medical – Danang

Danang Family Medical Practice +84 (0) 511 3582 699 at 50–52 Nguyen Van Linh Danang.

Excellent service with Australian and Filipino doctors although expensive.  

Dr Ross Bernays can be contacted directly on +84 (0) 913 917 303

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 help as soon as you can. When Vietnamese have serious accidents they must call the police and wait for them to arrive before clearing the accident scene. 

It is a good idea to carry your hotel’s business card or a business card for someone from Lifestart Foundation 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   

ACCOMMODATION

Consider asking Lifestart Foundation to suggest a hotel close to their office for the first few days or weeks whilst you find your feet. Finding longer term accommodation is best organised once you are here. 

Hotel Accommodation

Hotels will sometimes offer a discount for longer stays, but this is best negotiated directly with the hotel once you are in town and can decide on what best suits your needs. 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$10-US$30.

Non Hotel Accommodation

As you make new friends and contacts you will be more likely hear about rooms/houses for rent. For Volunteers staying for a longer period (say over 2 months) it is possible to get non-hotel accommodation. Only people on a Business Visa (B3) or Volunteering Visa (C2) are permitted to rent accommodation in Hoi An. Do not assume you will be able to have visitors stay if they are on a tourist visa as your landlord will have to request permission from the government for this. 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. Mr Hung may also have contacts for houses to rent. (See Travel Arrangements and Tourist Information.) 

Rent a Studio style apartment: Your own bedroom and bathroom with air conditioning but generally no cooking facilities, from US$150/month. 

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 expatriate or volunteer community. Again there are extra charges for electricity, drinking water, and use of the internet.

SECURITY

Your seemingly meagre possessions are probably beyond the means of the average Vietnamese family. To avoid the disappointment and frustration of losing your personal belongings, make sure that you take precautions to keep them secure at all times. In your home or hotel keep valuables locked away or in the hotel safe. To eliminate temptation, don’t leave valuables unattended while visiting friends or at your work place. 

FOOD AND DRINK

Food

There are no western style supermarkets in Hoi An. Fresh fruit and vegetables are available in the market and there are small shops which sell general grocery items. There are a couple of bakeries and a few restaurants which sell cakes, bread, baguettes and pastries.

Restaurants

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 fried noodles with chicken and vegetables is around 55,000VND, a baguette with filling 10,000VND, or Pho (Vietnamese noodle soup) from a street stall approx 15,000VND. A glass of draught beer costs 4,000VND and bottled beer from 10,000VND. There are also a wide range of more expensive restaurants serving many styles of international food. 
Please be mindful that in Vietnamese culture if you invite people out to dinner it means that you will pay for the meal for everyone you invite. The means of even well off Vietnamese is likely to be significantly lower than your own so please ensure you do not put anyone in the difficult situation of paying for a bill they cannot afford. 

Drinking Water & Ice

There is a variety of water supplies in town. Many houses or flats will have water from the town supply, others may have wells. The simple rule for drinking water is to drink commercially produced bottled water (with the seal intact), or boiled water. 
Purified bottled water is readily available in Vietnam in refillable 21 litre bottles (10,000 VND.) Consider this as an economical way of buying water even if you are staying in a hotel.
SHOPPING and PRICES

Street Children

Please avoid purchasing wares from children who are street workers. You perpetuate this industry by doing so.

Prices

Inflation in Vietnam is around 14%. Please just use the prices in this document as a guide.

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 prices ‘should be’. Ask around a few different places before buying to get a feel for the cost of things. There are definitely tourist prices and local prices and although it's unlikely you'll be able to pay the exact local price, you can certainly get close to it.

WEATHER

September to December – rainy and getting cooler.

December to end of February – cool. 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.

The average high (orange) and low (blue) temperatures are shown on the first graph below.
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The average number of rainy days per month (bar chart) and hours of sunshine per day (line graph) are shown here. 
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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. Helmets are compulsory on motor bikes, but this law does not yet apply to cyclists.  A bicycle is approx 10,000-15,000 VND/day to rent and around 1,500,000 VND to purchase new. 
If you have the fortune of being invited out for the day by a Vietnamese person, either to run errands or for leisure, please ensure you pay for the fuel especially if they are working with Lifestart Foundation. 

LEISURE ACTIVITIES

· 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 are unlikely to be covered by your travel insurance if you do not have a licence) for a trip
· Visit My Son, Hue, Marble Mountain or Cham Island
· Cooking classes – many local restaurants offer cooking classes including Red Bridge Cafe 43, and Chips and Fish. 
· Cinema. The cinema in Hoi An shows Vietnamese movies and some western movies although these are mostly dubbed in Vietnamese. Take a cushion! There is a western style cinema in Vinh Hung Plaza in Da Nang
· A number of businesses in Hoi An display the Lifestart Foundation poster. Please try to support these businesses whenever possible.

Swimming

· Cua Dai Beach (approx 20 mins cycle down Tran Hung Dao which turns into        
Cua Dai St and leads directly 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.

· Pool at Phuong Nam Hotel on Ly Thai To (20,000 VND) 
· Victoria Hotel – Cua Dai Beach (monthly pool membership is available for $50)
· Red Bridge Restaurant and Pool with a lovely riverside setting. (If you buy drinks it is currently possible to use the pool for free.)

Travel Arrangements & Tourist Information

Mr Hung is a good source of general information and can organise visa extensions, travel bookings, and tours. His shop is at 68 Tran Hung Dao, just around corner from Hai Ba Trung. Contact details as follows: 

Mobile +84 (0) 905 136 700 and +84 (0) 905 553 Office is +84 (0) 510 3862 911 Email: lehung1963@yahoo.com http://www.mrhungtravel.com/
Books & Reading

Randy’s bookstore on Cam Nam Island sells second hand books and many other shops sell photocopies of more popular new books. 
GOOD LUCK and see you in Hoi An
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