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Figure 7.14 Thay Nai Temple (Photo: Author 2014) 

 

 

Figure 7.15 Ban Tranh Temple (Photo: Author 2014) 

 



 

 226 

The Festival of the ‘Honour Parade of Thay Chua and Ban Tranh Princess’ is held 

annually over two days: 3rd January Lunar calendar (the anniversary date of Princess 

Ban Tranh) and 4th April Lunar calendar (the anniversary date of Master Sai Nai). To 

commemorate the merit of the people who founded the village, many people attend 

and worship. This event is organized by nine villages in turn. On the 3rd January in 

Lunar month every year, the village has the honour of preparing the gifts, the full set 

of villagers picking and parading the ‘Edict Honours’ to the temple of Princess Ban 

Tranh, then return them to Sai Nai Temple for worshiping. After completing the ritual, 

they return these ‘Edict Honours’ to the village to preserve and maintain carefully. 

On 4th April in Lunar month, a major ‘Honour parade of Master Sai Nai’ is held. This is 

the date when the ‘Edict Honour’ is transferred from village to another. The village whose 

turn it is to conduct ‘Honour’ events must prepare the parade group, consisting of a large 

and middle flag, parasols, gongs, drums. During traditional festival days people on the 

island often sing songs. Similar to Ly Son Island’s festivals, Phu Quy islanders also sing 

Ba Trao and this aspect of cultural heritage is a part of the festival. The lyrics of the 

songs are appropriate to the festival themes. In performances there is an initiator and 

many people join in112. On these days, people in nine villages on the island gather with 

each other and participate. The spirit, attitude and respect shown at these events are an 

indispensable prop to the social and cultural life of people of the island community. It 

demonstrates that recent generations of Phu Quy residents remember the merits of their 

forebears who had worked to clear land and to construct the villages. In addition, the 

annual festival is also a bonding time, tightening friendships, increasing solidarity and 

facilating mutual help between villages on the island. 

As I mentioned, the events are still unexploited for tourism development. I conducted 

an interview with an officer from Phu Quy’s Cultural and Information Committee 

Division about how the district has promoted the cultural heritage as a contribution to 

tourism development of the island. He told me that the local government is still calling 

for investment and that Phu Quy lacks tourism products. The traditional festivals on 

the island have just attracted Phu Quy islanders (on the island and working in the 

mainland) as well as visitors from Binh Thuan Province. The island is still a new 

destination even for Vietnamese tourists. There are no tourism operators organizing 

tours to the island at festival time because these events have not been marketed even 

                                                           
112 Phu Quy District (2014), Personal contact with local, 26 May. 
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though they are clearly potential tourist attractions. In addition, in order to utilize these 

cultural facets, the Cultural and Information Committee Division also needs to do 

careful research to understand the best ways of promoting these events without 

compromising their cultural integrity113. 

Obviously, in the circumstance of lacking tourism products, the island is not able to 

take advantage of its rich cultural heritage as a foundation for tourism activities. As I 

mentioned above, while the local community welcomes tourists to attend their festivals, 

there is the fact that tourists are still unfamiliar with cultural heritage and events of Phu 

Quy islanders. In general, although the characteristics of tourism development reflect 

that the island is in the Involvement Stage, in fact it is still a new destination. This is, 

first, because of the impact of the security issues and, second, because the island has 

not been marketed well to both Vietnamese and international tourists. The next section 

below analyses and discusses policies for tourism development and argues that unless 

Phu Quy can balance the issues of national security with tourism development the 

island cannot increase its income from tourism activities in the future. 

7.3. Policies and a Proposal for Sustainable Tourism Development of 
Phu Quy Island 

7.3.1. Policies for Tourism Development 

As mentioned above, according to the ‘Master Plan on developing tourism in the 

Southern Central coastal region114 by 2020, vision to 2030’, which was approved by 

the Prime Minister’s Decision No. 2340/QD-TTg on May 16 2015, Phu Quy (Binh 

Thuan) is among six national tourism destinations that will receive investment from 

Central Government to develop tourism (including Ngu Hanh Son [Da Nang], My Son 

[Quang Nam], Ly Son [Quang Ngai], Truong Luy [Binh Dinh], Truong Sa [Khanh Hoa]). 

However, as argued in Section 7.2.1, the national security element has impacted and 

slowed down the tourism development of the island. Despite this, local authorities have 

been focused on tourism and have expected tourism to develop as a key economic 

sector for the island since the early of 2000s. 

                                                           
113 Phu Quy District (2014), Personal contact with the staff in Phu Quy’s Cultural and Information 
Committee Division, 28 May. 

114 The Southern Central coastal region of Vietnam includes Da Nang city and 7 provinces: Quang Nam, 
Quang Ngai, Binh Dinh, Phu Yen, Khanh Hoa, Ninh Thuan and Binh Thuan. 



 

 228 

Since 2002, Phu Quy District’s Party Committee has issued a number of tourism 

development plans, and approved many resolutions as well as decisions for tourism 

development. All of the policy documents relating to tourism in 2002, 2005, 2007, 2009 

that I obtained from the Cultural and Information Committee Division of the island 

identify that Phu Quy has five original tourism aspects to welcome visitors: 

 sightseeing boats in Hon Tranh, Hon Trung, Hon Hai and Hon Bo islets 

 fishing;  

 sightseeing tours of Cao Cat Mountain, Linh Son Pagoda, Ban Tranh Temple 
and Thay tomb in connection with finding out about the aquaculture industry;  

 visiting An Thanh Temple displaying the whale skeleton and pagodas of Linh 
Quang, Thanh Lam and Linh Buu; 

 exploring the lighthouse and Cam Mountain. 

The interesting thing about these policy documents are they just list its potential 

attractions but do not mention any tourism products which relate to island cultures 

(festivals) nor do they address the issue of sustainability for tourism development in 

the island. However, the 2007 plan for tourism development document, which was 

attached along with Decision No. 05/QD-UBND on April 10 2007, ‘on approving the 

plan for tourism development in Phu Quy in 2007’115, suggests that Binh Thuan’s 

Cultural, Sport and Tourism Department should help Phu Quy Island create tourism 

products as well as link Phu Quy with tourism operators on the mainland. This 

document also recommends that Phu Quy should market its tourism potential to 

mainland tourist companies and attractions to tourists. But nowhere in this document 

is there any discussion of sustainability as it applies to the tourism context. 

In 2010, Phu Quy District People’s Committee issued the Decision No.1334/QD-

UBND, dated December 2 2010, ‘on promulgation of tourism development plans in Phu 

Quy District period 2001-2015, with a vision to 2020’. The plan set some goals for 

tourism development. It is expected that the number of visitors (both domestic and 

international) would increase from 6,000 to 8,000 a year in this period. The document 

also shows that the island district will call for investments in tourism infrastructure as 

well as preferential policies for tourism companies and tourism investment projects. 

                                                           
115 Decision No. 05/QD-UBND of People’s committee of Phu Quy, dated April 10 2007, on the 
promulgation of tourism development plans in Phu Quy District in 2007 (In Vietnamese: Quyet dinh 
05/QD-UBND, 10/04/2007, ve viec ban hanh Ke hoach phat trien Du lich huyen Phu Quy nam 2007). 
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They will implement some tasks such as attracting investment in high-speed and 

medium-speed ships to reduce the travel time between the island and mainland. In the 

short term, attention will be given to logical scheduling of existing Phu Quy - Phan Thiet 

ships (Phu Quy District Government, 2010). This plan also points out that the island 

will focus on creating five tourism areas including: 

- Doi Dua Beach (planning 5 - 7 hectares for building 2 hotels, 2 restaurants); 

- Bai Nho, Ganh Hang beaches (planning 10 - 20 hectares for building 2 - 3 

resorts); 

- Thay Nai Temple (planning 10 - 20 hectares for building 2 - 3 resorts); 

- Trieu Duong Bay (planning 5 - 10 hectares for building 2 hotels and resorts); 

- Hon Tranh Islet (planning 10-12 hectares for building 2-3 hotels). 

However I cannot find any evidence that this plan was implemented and in 2014, 

tourists still could not access Hon Tranh Islet (as previously mentioned). This suggests 

that the national security issues discussed above may affect and hold this Plan back. 

This was also affirmed by Binh Thuan Culture, Sports and Tourism Department officer 

when I conducted interview about this issue116. In addition, similar to all of the policy 

documents relating to tourism in 2002, 2005, 2007 and 2009, the 2010 Plan sets out 

exactly the same five original tourism areas to welcome visitors as I listed above. 

Neither cultural heritage, nor the involvement of Phu Quy islanders, are mentioned in 

this document. It seems to me that the district has not developed these resources into 

tourism products for tourists and the role of the local community is also neglected in 

the government plan. As I argued in Section 7.2, the potential for tourism development 

in Phu Quy Island is considerable, it is just that the cultural heritage of islanders seems 

to be neglected. Most of the historical and cultural sites on the island are most often 

closed and only open when festivals are celebrated. Moreover, traditional festivals are 

not exploited as a cultural tourism product, even though from my discussions with local 

residents, they would be open to greater tourist involvement in their festivals. Indeed I 

could not find any brochures or documents about the religious and cultural festivals as 

I described above. 

In addition, while the 2010 Plan stresses that visiting caged fish farms in Lach Du Beach 

is one of the tourism attractions of the island, some owners of cage fish farms around 

                                                           
116 Phan Thiet City (2014), Personal contact with staff of Binh Thuan Culture, Sports and Tourism 

Department, 8 May. 
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Lach Du area also let me know that they would welcome tourists staying in their houses 

and experiencing fishery activities as well as enjoying seafood if the government support 

them. However, when I brought this issue to the authorities, their response was that the 

District Government would think about this kind of tourism in the future. 

In general, with its attractions (both natural and cultural heritages) and basic 

infrastructure, Phu Quy has a great potential as an island tourism destination. While I 

confirm that getting to the island is still quite difficult, because of its distance from the 

mainland and the lack of public transportation and power on the island, tourism 

development on the island is still limited and slow to progress because of the impact 

of national security and lack of tourism products. The next section below suggests a 

proposal for sustainable tourism development of Phu Quy Island. 

7.3.2. A Proposal for Sustainable Tourism Development of Phu Quy 

As I discussed earlier in Chapter 2, to be a successful tourist destination there must 

be a blend of certain elements. Analysing Phu Quy, it is notable that the island contains 

many attractions (natural resources, climate, historical sites and island cultures), 

facilities (food, festival areas), and infrastructure and a culture of hospitality. Although 

lacking electricity and public transportation as well having limited accommodation, the 

infrastructure for tourism development in Phu Quy is still reasonable with its system of 

roads, schools, hospitals, boat repair workshops and a sea rescue station. However, 

given the reality of tourism development as analysed above, I would argue that Phu 

Quy has entered Stage 2 of Butler’s Tourism Area Life Cycle Model. 

In order to boost tourism on the island, destination marketing needs to be developed 

along with a model for developing sustainable tourism that is based on ecotourism and 

cultural tourism. In the case of Phu Quy Island, even if the island is in stage 2 of Butler’s 

(1980) model, tourism activities on the island are still largely spontaneous, hence 

ecotourism and cultural tourism should not only help Phu Quy preserve natural 

resources and avoid the environmental problems that Ly Son Island has experienced 

but also maintain and promote the cultural heritage of islanders. 

As highlighted previously, Phu Quy has a largely unspoiled natural environment. The 

healthy natural environment creates favorable conditions for developing ecotourism 

including camping, scuba diving and snorkeling. Besides sightseeing in Hon Trung, 

Hon Hai and Hon Bo islets, Cao Cat Mountain, tourists can also explore the lighthouse 

and Cam Mountain. Moreover, because the island is exposed to great winds, good 
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conditions for kitesurfing and windsurfing are created. These activities, with their 

minimal equipment requirements and their need for just waves and wind, could be 

exemplary sustainable tourism activities. Furthermore, religious sites such as Linh 

Son, Linh Quang, Thanh Lam and Linh Buu pagodas, Ban Tranh, Thay and An Thanh 

temples could be marketed and attract tourists. 

With regard to the cultural festivals of the island, as I outlined in the section about island 

cultures of Phu Quy people, the island’s cultural heritage including spiritual and 

religious relics and traditional festivals are distinctive, reflecting the historical 

development and the island culture of Phu Quy. However, these cultural assets have 

not yet been utilized in tourism activities. In this case, cultural tourism could effectively 

promote and help maintain of the island’s historical and cultural relics and traditional 

customs of islanders and also promote tourism and attract more domestic and 

international tourists to Phu Quy Island. Phu Quy also could develop the homestay 

model in the cage fish farming areas around Lach Du, where tourists can stay and 

experience fishery activities as well as enjoy seafood.  

Given that Phu Quy Island is strategically important in the context of the South China 

Sea disputes the Ministry of Defense does not have any clear reason to compromise 

this focus and support the development of tourism. However, as I mentioned, the island 

has been identified as a national tourism destination by the Central Government and 

local authorities have been expecting tourism to develop as a key economic sector for 

the island. I would suggest that Phu Quy District and Binh Thuan Province need to 

address this issue via balancing tourism development and national security. In this 

context, it can be argued that tourism development can be used to affirm the national 

sovereignty and sovereignty rights on Vietnam’s sea and islands (as suggested by 

some policy documents). This point would chime with the latest ‘Master Plan on 

developing tourism in the Southern Central coastal Region until 2020, vision to 2030’ 

in Vietnam, in which Mrs Dang Thi Bich Lien, Deputy Minister of Culture, Sport and 

Tourism of Vietnam remarked: 

The master plan for the Southern Central Coastal Region sets a target of exploiting 
the potentials and advantages of the region to develop sea and island tourism and 
makes it become the top strength of Vietnamese tourism; develops modern tourism 
urban areas, national tourism zones, destinations with high standard services. 
Vietnam tries to develop national tourism as an economy’s important sector by 2020 
and a key economic sector of the regional economy structure by 2030. This 
development will contribute to affirming the national sovereignty and sovereignty 
rights on Vietnam’s seas and islands (Quang Nam Newspaper, 2015: online). 
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7.4. Conclusion 

This chapter has explored Phu Quy Island from a range of tourist perspectives; it has 

examined tourism development as well as outlined the potential destination mix 

elements on this island. The cultures of Phu Quy islanders have also been profiled with 

regard to religion, customs, and traditional festivals. However, as I argued above, 

tourism development on the island is still limited. As Butler (2006a) stated, the 

Involvement Stage involves facilities being provided and as awareness grows, visitor 

numbers will increase. Some locals will commence tourism activities and begin to 

provide facilities primarily or even exclusively for visitors when a number of visitors 

increase and assume some regularity. However, as per my discussion above, Phu Quy 

is known as an island that is still largely untouched by tourism. It is interesting that even 

while local authorities have focused on tourism development since the 2000s, visitors 

are only travelling to the island in small numbers. Furthermore, tourism has been 

considered as a key economic sector of the island in many government documents but 

up to 2014, tourism was not mentioned as an economic sector in the annual social-

economic reports of the island district government. Thus the island appears to be in 

the early phase of Involvement Stage in Butler’s (1980) model. 

The islands are endowed with many beautiful beaches and coral reefs. Beside a 

chance to discover beautiful landscapes, there are many adventurous activities in 

Phu Quy such as kitesurfing, windsurfing, snorkelling and scuba diving at a tropical 

coral reef. However, the key seaward region has not capitalised on its natural 

advantages to nurture tourism. Most adventurous activities on the island are 

spontaneous, no tours or organizations exploit this potential. Moreover, island 

cultures (intangible and tangible cultural heritages) have been neglected in tourism 

practices. Because of the lack of recognition in the marketplace of the importance of 

these traditional festivals as sustainable tourism assets, island cultures are not 

considered as a main tourism product. I think that effectively taking advantage of the 

island’s cultural activities and festivals not only will restore and embellish historical 

and cultural relic sites and help maintain the traditional customs of islanders, but 

also promote and develop tourism, attracting more domestic and international 

tourists to Phu Quy. 

The tension in the South China Seas has steadily increased in recent years, affecting 

the development of tourism in Phu Quy because the island is very close to the 

contentious U-shaped nine-dash line map which was published by China. It can be 
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seen that the impact of ‘national security’ on tourism development is reflected quite 

clearly through the restriction of foreign tourists as well as limitations in other areas. 

While in some central policy documents, Phu Quy is still defined as a national 

destination that needs to be invested in, it is not easy for Phu Quy District authorities 

to develop tourism despite the fact that the locality has created a new plan for 

tourism development from now until 2020, aiming to turn it into its spearhead 

economic sector. 

Furthermore, even though some government policies and plans have been approved 

for tourism development on the island, neither sustainability issues, nor the role of local 

community, are mentioned in these documents. Thus, a model for sustainable tourism 

development, in which ecotourism and cultural tourism are the main focus needs 

developing. The involvement of Phu Quy people in tourism activities will play an 

important role if cultural assets are exploited in tourism activities. 
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Chapter 8 - Conclusion 

Every destination area that chooses to encourage tourism must be prepared to 
handle the inflows of visitors, and to deal with the challenge that tourism has 
the potential of generating both positive and negative impacts (Mill & Morrison, 
2002, p5). 

As a result of the research presented in Chapter 4 (with regard to Tourism 

Development in Vietnam) and in the three case studies on islands (Chapter 5, 6, 7), 

this thesis asserts that: 

(i) Vietnam has distinctive island cultures and the cultural heritages of 
Vietnamese islands can be utilised and sustained through the development of 
sustainable tourism; 

(ii) As the applicability of Butler’s (1980) TALC, island tourism development in 
the case of Vietnam based on my research and understanding is still slow and 
has experienced the first two stages of Butler’s model. The lack of awareness 
by island scholars on island cultures and island tourism perspectives and the 
lack of adequate infrastructure, tourism products as well as the impacts of 
external factors such as policy neglect and national security elements are the 
reasons for this circumstance; 

(iii) Research recommendations relating to tourism development in 
Vietnamese islands need to be informed by consideration of official policies, 
by assessments of the reality and the potential of tourism development and of 
sustainability issues. 

 

8.1. Vietnam has Island Cultures that have Potential for Island 
Tourism Development 

As I have argued in this thesis, Vietnam has been slow to recognize the distinct cultures 

of its various islands in both official policies and through national scholarship. 

Vietnamese research attention to its islands and marine spaces is a relatively recent 

phenomenon and thus the concepts of sea cultures or sea-island cultures are only 

tenuously established in Vietnam. Moreover, island cultures, in particular, is still an 

emerging field. Through the discussion in the Literature Review and the individual 

discussions of the cultural heritages of islanders in Ly Son, Con Dao and Phu Quy 

islands, the thesis confirms that Vietnam has distinct island cultures, asserts the need 

for national recognition of these cultures and argues that they can provide a valuable 

contribution to improving economic benefits and developing sustainable tourism. 

Vietnam’s island cultures are distinct by virtue of the islanders’ belief systems, the 

religious, customs and cultural festivals they hold as well as music, dancing, food and 
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more general social interaction. Many of the distinctive features of these island cultures 

differ in a number of important respects to the cultures of the people in the adjacent 

coastal areas. For instance the methods used Ly Son’s people growing and cultivating 

garlic as well as the traditional food dishes with garlic being the main ingredient of the 

dishes are unique. The religious beliefs and the festivals which celebrate the cultures 

of Con Dao and Phu Quy’s islanders are also distinctive and different in comparison 

with the cultures on the mainland. Thus, I would argue the concept of ‘sea cultures’ or 

‘sea-island cultures’, which Vietnamese scholars usually refer to as the traditional 

coastal sea culture of Vietnamese people, cannot also comprise island cultures 

because Vietnamese islanders have many distinctive features in their own cultures, as 

I have demonstrated in the case study chapters. I suggest that although there may be 

some cultural characteristics which are similar to the cultures of people in the coastal 

areas, Vietnam has ‘island cultures’ and that these ‘island cultures’ can be separated 

from ‘sea cultures’ or ‘sea-island cultures’. Thus, I propose, informed by Hayward 

(2008), island cultures in Vietnam are formed by the particular aggregation of customs 

and practices on Vietnamese islands and the marine areas around them. The cultures 

of Vietnamese islanders have also been shaped through their livelihoods (and vice 

versa) as well as their interaction with the natural conditions of their areas. 

From the analysis of island tourism development in Vietnam as well as in Ly Son, Con 

Dao and Phu Quy islands, it is apparent that island cultures are still untapped 

resources for tourism. In this regard Vietnam’s island cultures can be considered as 

‘products’ with particular regard to island tourism development. These attractions, 

which relate to beliefs, religious-cultural relics, traditional festivals and culinary 

heritage, could be combined with natural landscapes and historical sites to build a 

menu of attractions suitable for developing sustainable tourism. On the other hand, 

without compromising their cultural integrity, sustainable tourism development can also 

promote and sustain cultural heritages of islanders. 

8.2. Stages of Island Tourism Development in Vietnam 

With regard to the applicability of Butler’s (1980) Destination Lifecycle Model to 

Vietnam as a whole and also to island tourism more specifically (as discussed in 

Chapter 4), and especially through the three case study islands, this study suggests 

that the idealised Tourism Area Life Cycle Model of Butler is not really so well 

followed in the case of Vietnam (neither on the mainland nor the islands focused on 

in study). Tourism development in Vietnam in relation to Butler’s (1980) model has 
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been disrupted by a number of factors such as wars, policy neglect and security 

issues. As I discussed earlier in Chapter 4, in the context of Vietnam, the Central 

Government has a great deal of control over tourism development and more broadly 

sets top-down tourism planning targets and direct investment. Hence, the influence 

of government policies on tourism development is obvious. In regard to tourism on 

the mainland, before 1975, it seems that destination development on this area skipped 

the Exploration Stage (at least as defined by Butler) and basically began at the 

Involvement Stage. The reasons are, firstly, most of the exploratory practices in 

Vietnam in the early 19th were the colonial missions with the purpose of collecting 

knowledge for French settlers. Secondly, these explorations also found a numbers of 

attractive landscapes and these sites were open to be remodeled to resemble those in 

France to give the feeling of being at home to French residents and then European. 

The phenomenon of building facilities for holidaying French expatriates in the period 

1889-1945 shown the fact that Vietnam rapidly moved to the Involvement Stage 

without an extended Exploration Stage, as in the TALC model, because physical 

changes such as building of tourism specific accommodation usually happen in the 

Involvement or Development Stage. 

Even though a number of tourism facilities had been provided since the early 19th 

century, and some tourism offices were established around the first 40 years of the 

1900s to provide information for tourists and as a consequence the number of visitors 

increased rapidly, tourism development in Vietnam did not enter the Development 

Stage when it might have been predicted to because of the disruptions caused by the 

war with France (1945 - 1954) and the USA (1954 - 1975) and the political separation 

of the country into the North and the South resulting from the 1954 Geneva 

Conference. These wars acted as disruptive external factors that greatly impacted on 

tourism development and causing tourism development to regress. 

After the formal reunification in 1975, the country appears to have re-established tourism 

development at the Exploration Stage during the period 1975-1986. In this period, the 

facilities and services that catered for tourists were normally of poor quality and the 

country was still cut off from international tourism flows because the trade embargo of 

the United States. The very small number of international tourists who found their way 

to Vietnam at that stage would have had to have been prepared for very basic conditions 

in regards to hospitality and the suite of tourist attractions were not ‘manufactured’ at all 

by a tourism industry. From the mid 1980s - 2000, Vietnam again had entered the 
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Involvement Stage after the ‘open door policy’ since 1986 and the normalization of 

relations with America in 1994. Increasing numbers of foreigners began visiting Vietnam. 

The country had now begun to focus on the tourism industry, calling for investments in 

tourism infrastructure and increased the marketing of the country as a tourist destination. 

Hence, the number of tourists traveling to Vietnam was initially very limited in the first 

time period but increased rapidly after 1995. With a number of impressive programs 

which Vietnam had implemented since 2000, Vietnam has now entered the 

Development Stage which is characterized by a rapid development of amenities, 

infrastructure and increase of visitors. Tourism, hence, has played an important part and 

made a considerable socio-economic contribution to Vietnam. 

In contrast, while Vietnam has a number of islands and archipelagos and many of 

them (particularly 12 island districts) have distinct Destination Mix Elements as 

discussed in Chapters 1, 2, 4 and through the empirical findings from case studies, I 

argue that island tourism development in Vietnam is still slow and we can perceive 

some main points as follows: 

Even though some islands were explored and considered as tourist destinations as far 

back as the 19th century, and local governments that have islands in their district have 

resolved to develop tourism for decades, the island destinations that formed the basis 

of my study in Vietnam are still I would argue in stage 2 (Involvement) except Con Dao, 

which may possibly have entered the Development Stage in recent years. However, 

the number of international tourists is still low and the involvement of local community 

is very minor. In most of the island destinations studied in this thesis, tourism does not 

play a major role in their economies while there are also issues concerning the quality 

of tourism facilities, infrastructure, and transportation. I conclude that after a long 

period of neglecting the islands, island tourism has not been able to grow given the 

lack of developed tourism products. Moreover, even though the Vietnamese 

Government has just placed sea and island tourism development as a top priority of 

Vietnam’s tourism sector, the potential for tourism development of Vietnam’s islands is 

largely untapped, island tourism is currently based on natural aspects and does not 

make best use of the advantages of cultural heritage to enhance economic benefits 

and to develop tourism in a sustainable way. 

The reasons for the above circumstance that I have elucidated from my research 

appear to come from a lack of awareness and understanding by governments, the 



 

 238 

tourism industry and island scholars on policies, island cultures and island tourism 

perspectives. This lack of awareness I believe derives largely from the lack of studies 

on island research in general in Vietnam. Furthermore, even while it has received 

substantial capital investment from governments, the quality of the infrastructure and 

tourism facilities are also significant issues, related to the fact that local residents on 

the islands are still predominantly involved in making a living by fishing and farming, 

not through tourism.  

In addition, national security considerations, in particular, could be considered to have 

impeded tourism development on islands such as Ly Son and Phu Quy. As tourism 

has developed in marine and island areas in recent years, the Central Government, 

ministries, agencies and other organizations have become aware of the important role 

the sea and islands might play in national defense and security. At this point, it can be 

seen that ‘national security’ is one important component which usually links with 

government policies, with regard to both sustainable development and island 

development. In Vietnam, besides focusing on the three-pillars i.e. social, economic, 

and environmental ones - the element of national security is usually an additional 

factor. From the point of view that a sea-island oriented economy can be a strong mark 

of sovereignty, the development of island tourism is important in ensuring and 

attaching national security, especially in the context of the South China Sea disputes. 

Yet, in some cases, island tourism development is being impeded by the restrictions 

(such as the need for permission to visit certain islands or parts of islands or the 

requirement to hand over passports prior to visiting certain islands) imposed by 

national security concerns.  

With regards to sustainability, in some islands, the potential to develop nature-based 

tourism is being damaged by local residents, by tourists and by ad hoc construction 

activities. Ly Son Island is one example of this situation. Furthermore, and even more 

significantly, existing policies for tourism development rarely refer to sustainability or 

the involvement of the local community in developing sustainable tourism. Since the 

islands’ environments are sensitive to disturbance in a variety of ways, to protect the 

environment and increase people’s livelihoods, it is necessary to make careful plans 

for tourism development and pay special attention to the negative impacts of tourism 

activities. A sustainable model for tourism development is needed in the case of 

Vietnam’s islands. 
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8.3. Model for Island Tourism Development in Vietnam 

The Central Government of Vietnam has identified that sea and island tourism can 

make an important contribution to national economic development as well as to the 

protection of national sovereignty. However, as I discussed above, tourism in 

Vietnam’s islands is currently based on natural aspects and does not make best use 

of the advantages of cultural heritages to enhance economic benefits. In some cases, 

such as Ly Son, the island faces environmental problems as well as the negative 

impacts of tourism activities. After assessing the potential of natural, historical and 

cultural heritages in tourism development in Vietnam’s islands I suggest that a model 

for sustainable tourism development in Vietnam’s islands should combine ecotourism 

with cultural tourism (see Figure 8.1 below). 

 

 
Figure 8.1 A proposed model for sustainable tourism development in Vietnam’s 
islands 

 

The above diagram is informed by the overview of island tourism development in 

Vietnam in the thesis and particularly through the three case studies of Ly Son, Con 

Dao and Phu Quy islands. The central pivots of this model are cultural tourism and 



 

 240 

ecotourism. Besides the natural landscapes of the islands which are suitable for 

camping, diving, snorkeling, kitesurfing, windsurfing and other types of ecotourism, 

historical and cultural facets of Vietnam’s islands are also important potential tourism 

attractions and products of cultural tourism. The diagram also shows how 

governments, local community and tourists can be involved in attaining the goals of 

sustainable development. The discussion below explains how cultural tourism, 

ecotourism are utilized as well as clarifies the roles of three components which involved 

in this model. 

As I discussed in the Literature Review and presented in the case study chapters, 

cultural heritages - including historical, spiritual, religious relics, traditional festivals and 

traditional food dishes on island destinations in Vietnam have been neglected by 

Vietnamese tourism for years. The local authorities and communities have not yet 

utilized these assets much at all in tourism activities. For this reason, I suggest that 

cultural tourism could be developed as a main tourism product which combines 

heritage, historical and festival tourisms. Through sensitively and sustainably 

consuming island cultures, tourists could experience the distinctive features of 

islanders in terms of their belief systems and customs, as well as gain an 

understanding of the historical development of the island destinations. Cultural tourism 

is also made tourism products of these destinations are more diverse. However, for 

the purpose of sustainable tourism development, cultural tourism development on 

Vietnamese islands need to be studied carefully so as to avoiding the phenomenon of 

harming island cultures. In relating to thanatourism, as I discussed in the Literature 

Review, thanatourism can be considered as a form of cultural tourism. The island has 

a history that could be harnessed authentically by thanatourism and built on the already 

existing features such as the goals and the various forms of education that already 

exist. Generally, local governments usually protect the potential attractions such as 

war memorials, public re-enactments, local history and culture through museum 

displays, etc. to develop this form of tourism. This can bring benefits for local people 

as well as preserve historic sites. Thus, it can be said that thanatourism has aspects 

that are potentially both locally-sensitive and sustainable. 

In terms of ecotourism, as I discussed earlier, in the situation that islands are more 

ecologically vulnerable and faces issues relating to sustainability, ecotourism might be 

the resolution for many of the pressing problems (such as outlined in the case of Ly 

Son Island). Besides the potential economic benefits, as Weaver (2008) suggested, 
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ecotourism is a type of tourism which can foster visitors’ learning experiences and 

appreciation of the natural environment. What is more, attractions which are 

incorporated into ecotourism can include some elements that are associated with 

cultural context. Thus ecotourism can contribute to social-cultural appropriateness of 

the development of tourism on the islands.  

In relating to the involvement of local stakeholders in this model, as I pointed out in the 

three case study chapters, potential cultural attractions on these islands are still 

untapped. However, similar to many tourism destinations which have utilized cultural 

facets as tourism products, the input of the local community is critical. For the 

development of cultural tourism, there must be support, social consent and a ‘social 

license’ from the local community (Williams et al., 2012). Hence, as the ‘owner’ of 

island cultures, in this sustainability model, the local community plays an important part 

in moving the process forward. In the case of Vietnam, when local stakeholders have 

the vision of sustainable tourism, they can become involved in the tourism industry by 

providing accommodation services, farming services as well as aspects of their island 

culture such as traditional festivals, music and dance, food etc. for tourism packages 

on their island. Furthermore, for the sustainable development of ecotourism, the local 

community must also take co-responsibility for preserving the natural resources and 

environment with the district, provincial and central governments. 

In regard to governments, it is obvious that the role of government (at all levels) plays 

an important part in this model. As the previous analysis in the case study chapters, 

sustainable tourism is rarely identified as important in the planning documents. In fact, 

I have argued that there is a lack of informed discussion about the importance of 

sustainable tourism development in government strategies. Take Ly Son Island for 

instance. While the island faces the pressures of waste and fresh water as well as the 

sand mining issue, these sustainability issues are not even mentioned in the policy 

documents for tourism development of government at all levels.  

In this regard, to maintain sustainable development governmental agencies must also 

be aware of problems concerning natural resources and encouraging the private 

sector, visitors and local community to respond to sustainability issues. As I show in 

the model, by implementing a set of policies for tourism development and 

management, governmental agencies also need to focus on orienting tourism products 

for the island, training its workforce in tourism services, and marketing its destination. 



 

 242 

Furthermore, not only investing in and enhancing tourism infrastructure (such as waste 

management systems, water supply stations) to address some issues such as wastes, 

lack of fresh water, governments also need to set up education campaigns to preserve 

the natural resources (for example in the case of Ly Son island, an education program 

is needed for reducing the phenomenon of sand mining as well as stopping waste 

dumping from tourists). Finally, in the case of Vietnam, the role of governments is 

crucial because of the national security element (as analysed in Chapter 4 and case 

study chapters). Thus, a balance between tourism and national security issues is 

needed to boost tourism development. 

It can be seen in the model that the tourist is also a vital component. The consumption 

of cultural and natural heritages through cultural tourism and ecotourism can bring 

economic benefits for local communities. Through attending and experiencing cultural 

activities, understanding about customs and culture as well as the spiritual beliefs of 

islanders while minimize harming to island cultures, tourists can help to preserve and 

promote cultural heritage of local community. In addition, with ecotourism, and related 

efforts to protect and preserve the natural environment, tourists can also help to 

preserve natural resources. 

With ecotourism and cultural tourism being central pivots of this model, in the context 

that many Vietnam’s islands not only have appealing scenery and diverse ecological 

systems, which are suitable for developing eco-tourism services. They also have 

distinctive island cultures, which reflecting their long history of living with and off the 

sea as studied in Chapter 2, 4 and case study chapters, the author would argue that 

the above proposed model may also work within Vietnamese islands in general. 

However, it should be acknowledged that this must be applied in a flexible manner 

depending on the conditions, potential attractions and position of the island in question. 

For instance, in the case of Ly Son, based on my research which included gathering 

the perspectives of local people via interviews and informal conversations, it appears 

that cultural tourism and ecotourism are suitable for sustainable tourism development. 

While ecotourism can help preserve natural resources as highlighted in Chapter 5, Ly 

Son has many potential cultural attractions that can enhance the island’s appeal for 

tourists. Furthermore, as Richards (2001, p. 7) suggested, cultural tourism covers “not 

just the consumption of the cultural products of the past, but also of contemporary 

culture or ‘way of life’ of a people or region”, hence, cultural tourism could be developed 
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to attract tourists. In this regard, garlic cultivating and traditional food dishes could be 

potential attractions for tourism development.  

In terms of Con Dao Island, within the model I suggested above, I suggest that Con 

Dao might focus on ecotourism and thanatourism. With a National Park on it, the island 

has much potential for nature-based tourism (mountain climbing, diving, snorkeling, 

exploring deep forests, observing sea turtles laying eggs, etc.), historical tourism, and 

religious tourism. Even if its culture is not as diverse as that of Phu Quy and Ly Son, 

Con Dao people also have their distinctive heritages and a particularly fascinating 

history. Thanatourism, as such, should be exploited and marketed not only to domestic 

but also international tourists. Some religious beliefs that relate to historical-cultural 

sites, as mentioned in Chapter 6, could also be developed to attract tourists. 

In the case of Phu Quy, the island is like Ly Son in that along with its natural resources, 

the cultures of local residents are very distinctive. Although lacking electricity and 

public transportation, as well having limited accommodation, the main island contains 

many interesting components, which include attractions (natural resources, climate, 

historical sites and island cultures), facilities (food, festival areas), infrastructure and 

hospitality. Thus the model of combined ecotourism and cultural tourism could be 

applied. Aside from nature-based tourism, such as kitesurfing, windsurfing, snorkelling 

and scuba diving at a tropical coral reef, effective promotion and maintenance of the 

island’s intangible and tangible cultural heritages will help maintain historical and 

cultural relics, maintain traditional customs of islanders and also promote and develop 

tourism and attract more domestic and international tourists to Phu Quy. The most 

notable aspect of this destination is that many potential aspects of the island are still 

untouched, including natural resources because its geographical position and related 

national security matters have impacted on the tourism development of the island. 

Thus, the role of government is crucial because any sustainable model is also affected 

by the policies of government of all levels. 

In general, a model informed by sustainability concerns can play a vital role in 

effectively exploiting natural and cultural heritages on Vietnamese islands. Some 

following suggestions will help to market these destinations as well as balance the 

element of ‘national security’ and island tourism development in national, provincial 

and local policies. 
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8.4. Recommendations 

From the present reality of island tourism development in Vietnam, which was shown 

through three case study islands, this PhD thesis contends that: 

- To further the goal that “sea and island tourism development is the top priority of 

Vietnam’s tourism sector and attached with ensuring security and defense in the 

context of the national socio-economic development” (VOV, 2011: online), the 

Vietnamese Government needs to develop more specific policies to promote, 

encourage and facilitate the development of sustainable island tourism. As I stressed 

elsewhere in the thesis, even the term ‘sea and island’ comprises the coastal strip, 

offshore sea and islands, ‘sea and island tourism’ in Vietnam shows the fact that most 

of tourism activities and investment have occurred in the coastal areas on the 

mainland. In this regard, I argue that island tourism should be properly defined and 

separated from coastal tourism in the national policies and that the sector should also 

receive more attention as well as investment from the Central Government to enhance 

the infrastructure and facilities for the State to properly manage tourism. In addition, 

island tourism development must be associated with effective use of resources 

invested in island tourism infrastructure development. Furthermore, local governments 

should also be calling for and encouraging the community to participate in developing 

island tourism. In this regard, homestay services, I suggest, need more support from 

governments to develop this kind of accommodation.  

- In regard to island tourism products, as I have argued, apart from utilizing natural 

resources in a sustainable way, historical sites as well the cultures of Vietnamese 

islanders might be considered and tapped as important products of these destinations. 

However, for utilizing cultural heritage in tourism development, island studies (including 

island cultures and island tourism) in Vietnam, in fact, needs more research and 

publications relating to these fields to provide a framework for the creation of regionally 

appropriate sustainable tourism development goals. 

- In relating to sustainability issues, government at all levels not only need to bring the 

concerns of sustainable development in tourism into government policy and strategy 

documents, but there is a need for the governments to provide training in sustainable 

tourism for the local islander people. Moreover, education campaigns are also provided 

to tourists who travel to the island destinations. The restriction of using plastic bags, 

forbidding the acts of dumping wastes to the sea, limiting the impacts on islander 
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cultures could be the good methods to preserve natural and cultural heritages of 

Vietnam’s islands. 

- In terms of a marketing strategy, Vietnam and its island districts need to introduce the 

natural as well as cultural heritages of island areas not only to domestic tourists but 

also international tourists. Advertising through the Internet (website, social networks, 

YouTube, etc.) and via brochures and television programs is strongly recommended 

to aid the islands’ authorities to attract more tourists to Vietnam’s islands. While most 

of the information on the Internet about island destinations is from private individuals 

and organizations, obviously, local authorities need to have their official marketing 

plans for calling investments and bringing more information of natural and cultural 

heritages to tourists. However, at the national and provincial levels, the strategies must 

be carefully focused and need input from the Central Government, at least from VNAT. 

On each island, besides enhancing tourism facilities and upgrading infrastructure, the 

islands’ authorities should pay attention to information for tourism. Islands need 

visitors’ information centres and tourism guides, brochures and maps as well as on-

site interpretative material such as signs that should also be translated into English 

(and, ideally other main languages such as French, Chinese, and Russian) for 

international tourists. 

- Political tensions between China and Vietnam have increased in recent years in the 

South China Sea, which have also noticeably affected the development of tourism in 

Vietnamese islands. It can be seen that the tension between national security and 

tourism development impacts quite obviously through the restriction of foreign tourists 

on some islands. With the perspective that sea and island tourism can be associated 

with ensuring national security, in some cases, the national security factor is a barrier 

or constraint that may be holding tourism development on certain islands back. I 

strongly recommend that, again, this issue can be addressed via balancing the tourism 

development and national security with the argument that tourism development can 

affirm the national sovereignty and sovereignty rights on Vietnam’s sea and islands. In 

some cases, if the Central Government intends to develop these destinations become 

national tourist places in the future, the Ministry of Defense needs to approve the local 

master plans for tourism development and lift the restriction or at least reduce the time 

for applying the permit to travel to island destinations, such as Phu Quy. 
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8.5. Avenues for Future Research 

Given the relationship between natural and cultural heritages and island tourism 

development in Vietnam, future island tourism studies would benefit from focusing on 

island cultures as well as natural heritage in Vietnamese islands. This is very important 

since islands have been neglected in Vietnam and island cultures research is still a 

new field in Vietnam. It is hoped that this thesis may be used as a foundation for other 

case study islands - important islands to study include Cat Ba (in Hai Phong Province), 

Cu Lao Cham (Quang Nam Province) and Phu Quoc (Kien Giang Province), and 

research into them would be likely to provide further clarification of aspects of natural 

and cultural heritages and tourism activities on these destinations. These further 

studies could assist the development of a comprehensive overview of island tourism 

in Vietnam. It could also be productive to explore in more detail the potential for island 

tourism in offshore archipelagos in Vietnam, such as the Spratly Islands. Furthermore, 

this study is also tendered as the basis for a discussion of island studies in Vietnam, 

which focus on island cultures and island tourism. 

Another productive area for research could be further investigation of the South China 

Sea disputes in relation to island tourism. This issue has become an international 

concern and, in the wake of the election of Donald Trump as President of the United 

States and the subsequent lack of clarity in aspects of American foreign policy, may 

well escalate in the near future. This issue and its relationship with tourism on the 

islands, is thus presented as an important future research topic. As in one article 

associated with this study has been published by the author (on the Spratly 

Archipelago - Tran Huu Thuy Giang, 2014), the focus could be expanded to address 

the similar situation on Paracel Archipelago. Moreover, the link between this issue 

and island tourism development in Vietnam is clear. Thus future research could also 

concentrate on the relationship between island tourism and the sovereignty of 

Vietnam as well as studying in-depth how the national security element has affected 

island tourism development in both governments’ policies across a range of 

Vietnamese islands. 

In light of the situation that sea and island tourism is usually cited as accounting for 

70% of tourism activities yet most tourism still occurs on the mainland, my study has 

demonstrated the potential capacity and capability of the Vietnamese islands under 

study as tourist destinations. And hence, this research will hopefully serve as a 

foundation for future studies which aim to explore island cultures and the potential and 

conditions for boosting tourism development in Vietnam’s islands. 
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The study has also contributed to broader theoretical questions concerning the 

Destination Life Cycle Model. My empirical research has suggested that the life cycle 

does not always begin with Phase 1 but indeed may skip this first phase depending on 

prevailing social, economic and historical conditions. This is an important finding and 

contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the Destination Life Cycle Model and 

its limitations. 
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