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1- Background and context 

The Vietnam Business Forum (VBF) is a PPD that provides the private sector, and the donor community with a platform to assist the Vietnamese government with developing a business environment that attracts foreign direct investment and stimulates domestic economic growth through reform. It is the only forum in Vietnam to bring together the government, donors, and local and foreign private sector representatives to discuss private sector issues. 
The VBF was an initiative created by the Vietnamese government, the private sector, and the donor community at the Vietnam Consultative Group (CG) meeting in Tokyo in 1997, in response to the slowdown of foreign investment in Vietnam and the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis. VBF was created without a pre-defined structure or a formal agreement between its organizers and relevant clients, and has evolved through a "learning by doing" process. Its present structure is the result of a series of formal and informal discussions with relevant stakeholders.

The first VBF, organized by MPI and IFC, took place in December 1998. A consensus was reached as to the Forum’s key elements, and the decision was made to officially link the Forum to the Donor-Government Consultative Group (CG) process. This subsequently ensures that issues raised during the Forums have a greater opportunity for donor advocacy and support. 

2- Structure and process
The current VBF format consists of three main components:

· Government and business community meetings: Meetings can be requested by either side on any subject or issue deemed necessary for discussion or input.

· Internal Working Group meetings: Meetings held to prioritize particular private sector Working Group issues and work out dialogue agendas.

· Semi-Annual Forum (Vietnam Business Forum): A public dialogue whereby the working groups report on progress of the PPD and elevate critical issues to the attention of relevant, higher level government officials. Forums are intentionally scheduled to precede the semi-annual CG meetings, in order that issues raised at the Forum are directly reviewed at the CG.
Since its founding, the VBF has been organized by IFC and the Ministry of Planning and Invesment of Vietnam. It is chaired by the WB Country Director, the IFC Country Manager, and the Deputy Prime Minister/Minister for Planning and Investment. The MPI hosts the VBF on behalf of the government, and is responsible for coordination among government bodies to organize the PPD. 
On the private sector side, in order to ensure expert representation and maximum results and efficiency, the Forum has created seven different sector working groups that respond to and represent relevant sector priorities. Of these, four were originally established at the inception of the Forum, with the other three emerging in response to government and private sector needs. These working groups are:
· Banking Working Group 

· Capital Markets Working Group 

· Manufacturing and Distribution Working Group 

· Infrastructure Working Group 

· Tourism Working Group 

· Education and Training Working Group

· Mining Working Group 
Each working group is chaired by a private sector representative or led by an executive committee. Within a working group, there may be several sub-groups working on specific subjects.

3- Management and support

IFC supports the Forum through management of the Forum’s secretariat. 

The secretariat acts as an honest broker to facilitate interactions within and between the working groups and government counterparts that ultimately enhance the business environment. It ensures the broad representation of interests, adequate research in support of issues raised, and that Forum presentations are given in a well-coordinated, solution-oriented manner. The secretariat monitors reform progress and follows up with all counterparts on issues raised at both VBF and working group meetings. It also acts as the focal point for communication with the media and the public.
The MPI has become increasingly involved in PPD organizational and coordination work as well, in line with its increased understanding of the private sector’s needs and the benefits of private sector input. As a result, the MPI are now much more active in initiating dialogue and share more organizational responsibilities with the secretariat. The private sector also contributes through self-coordination of working group members. Such progress and maturing of the dialogue process has allowed IFC to begin to design its exit strategy from the Vietnam Business Forum.

4- The role of VBF in FDI Promotion in Vietnam

VBF has played a crucial role as an importance channel of the government to collect the information from the private sector. Through its open dialogue, VBF will enhance transparency in decision making process and thus to improve the business environment in Vietnam.

Through its close work with foreign business associations and the Vietnam Foreign Investment Agency (FIA) (under MPI), VBF provides a conduit for government officials to stay in touch with the challenges that foreign investors face on the ground, and to accelerate reforms that promote investment. At the same time, FIA gives foreign investors an entryway to the proper government authorities, thereby expediting the feedback process. 

In co-ordination with FIA, numerous roundtables have been held to discuss facilitation of investment projects with central and local authorities in FDI-targeted regions. These roundtables have led to the elimination of immediate impediments to foreign investors. They have also contributed significantly to the creation of a more level playing field for foreign investors, and have thereby helped to promote FDI in the country. Based on the dialogue, the government has since made a number of reforms to facilitate foreign investment such as the removal of the dual price system, the simplification of investment licensing and import export procedures. The Forum has also held consultations and meetings to help the government introduce new FDI policies and regulations and receive advice based on international experience and best practices from investor countries. This has been valuable for the preparation of policies impacting FDI, such as laws on investment and enterprises, and regulations on foreign investment in strategic sectors. 
4- Results
The VBF has produced tangible results for the private sector. Significant reforms can be attributed, at least in part, to the Forum. Equally important has been its introduction of open dialogue and enhanced transparency in decision making process. These have directly contributed to the now- standard practice of private sector consultation in Vietnam. It was through the Forum that the Vietnamese private sector participated for the first time in the law making process. Today, consultations with business community for formulation of business laws and regulations are mandated by law. 
Through the Forum, about 150 reforms covering different aspects of business environment have been suggested and brought into implementation, including: 

· Unifying the legal framework for domestic and foreign investment and business

· Phasing out dual pricing of goods and services to foreign vs. domestic entities 
· Streamlining of licenses and approvals

· Improvements in patent and industrial design protection

· Clearer and more transparent land clearance and compensation procedures 
· Reductions in various fees and taxes 
· Enhancement of transparency in the capital markets through improvement of information disclosures
· Increase of port capacities
· Formulation of a number of important business laws, i.e., the Investment and Enterprise Laws, the Securities Law, the amended Labor Code, Law on Corporate Income Tax, Law on Value - Added tax

An Impact Assessment of the PPDs in Mekong Region conducted by IFC in 2007 concluded that the contribution of a select number of reforms to the private sector from the VBF was approximately US$ 240 million over the years 2002-2007. 

5- Challenges

Maintain participation and commitment from all sides
Despite broad government support, certain government agencies were reluctant to engage in dialogue with the private sector owing to their lack of familiarity with such activity. Also, some private sector businesses became frustrated due to a lack of perceived progress. In both instances, frequent, structured communication on PPD progress and results, and reiteration of shared fundamental goals was crucial to help maintain interest. Trust building and expectation management were also key in this process.
Balance interests and achieve consensus
The increase in the number of working groups and their  participants was largely positive. However, this did result in a greater variety of interests and made it difficult to achieve consensus. This issue is still a work in progress, but it is clear that the facilitator and the head of a group play important roles in molding the issues into a coherent action plan.

Involve more domestic businesses in the policy dialogue
Initially, the VBF was dominated by foreign investors. The Secretariat therefore has worked to ensure equal access to the Forum for domestic firms. Another challenge was that domestic companies were not aware of the benefit of PPD as an advocacy tool for policy change and were afraid to talk directly to government. Efforts therefore were made to expand cooperation with domestic business associations through jointly organized dialogues with government, information sharing, and active involvement of local associations in all Forum activities. The result has been a more balanced representation in the newly established working groups, and greater participation of domestic business associations in the VBF agenda. These domestic organizations have become increasingly vocal at the VBF, especially those from Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City, and the southern port province, Can Tho.

6- Lessons learned

Building trust by serving as adviser to the government
VBF working groups also play an advisory role to the government in guiding Vietnam’s market transition and integration into the global economy. This role helps promote understanding between both sides and facilitate the dialogue process.

Coming from a centrally planned economy, the Vietnamese government had little experience with monitoring and managing new areas such as banking and capital markets, PPP, and WTO. VBF has proved a valuable resource for the government to tap the expertise and wealth of experience from the private sector. Valuable inputs have been provided by international consulting  firms such as  Baker & Mc.Kenzie, Freshfield, PWC and  KPMG and by the donors as well as international organizations.

At present, the working groups provide feedback on how Vietnam can be better position itself for economic recovery, and sugestions for policies to support the country to regain previous remarkable economic growth rates and success in poverty reduction.   
In the past, cooperation included helping the government with WTO commitment negotiations and implementation, bringing international experts to share lessons-learned in tourism promotion and marketing from neighboring countries, and assisting the government in drafting laws and regulations in PPP in infrastructure.  
FIA- MPI has been very active in playing its role to act on behalf of the government to co-ordinate among government bodies to organize the PPD. The supports of IFC to the Forum through management of the Forum’s secretariat is also a key in building up trust between the government and the private sector.
Use the media to create public awareness of business issues and accelerate the reform process
VBF activities and issues are communicated regularly to the media. This helps to create public awareness of business issues while putting pressure on the government to address issues and accelerate reform.
An average of 120-130 VBF-related articles appear in the national media annually; the semi-annual Forum also receives regular coverage from Vietnam’s television news, and interviews with Forum organizers or participants are common. A press conference is held preceding each Forum to communicate the main issues and Forum agenda. Media attend the Forums and selected working group meetings. In addition, position papers are sent to major business journals/newspapers to update private sector positions on current business issues. 

Donor coordination and participation are essential
Donors have played a significant role in the establishment and operation of VBF. The Forum structured was formulated with valuable inputs from donors. Most crucial is the coordination between IFC and WB as joint chairs of the VBF and the direct link between the Forum, donor private sector development programs, and the CG agenda, which enables issues raised in the Forum to subsequently be addressed in the dialogue between the donor community and government. This also gives donors valuable input for designing appropriate support programs for the private sector. 

The Annual Business Sentiment Survey as a yardstick on the investment climate
The VBF conducts an annual business sentiment survey to register member sentiment on the business climate, and identify critical areas for further improvement. The survey is used as an instrument to monitor the impact of various reforms over the years. It not only helps gauge the reform progress, but also indicates what businesses want the government to do to improve business prospects in Vietnam. The findings of the survey set the scene for further discussions.

The survey report is also a powerful communication and advocacy tool. Results are widely disseminated and well covered by the media, who help to reinforce much of the private sector’s advocacy work for a better business environment. 
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