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Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam  –  In this nation of 91 million, there are at least 30 million motor scooters.  For purpose of this article, I am lumping motor scooters, motor bikes, and motorcycles under the generic term, motor scooters, because they form the greatest percentage.  In the major cities, they seem to be as plentiful as a cloud of swarming mosquitoes.
If you have not toured Vietnam, you have no idea how much can be successfully transported on a motor scooter.   It is not unusual to see a family of five hanging onto each other as they traverse both the narrow alleyways and the broad boulevards of Vietnam's major cites on a motor scooter.  In this bustling city, which was known as Saigon prior to the reunification of the nation by the communist north in 1975, I have been told that there is a motor scooter for every three citizens, and that includes babies and children.  As I traveled here for three weeks, I have seen a motor scooter carrying four large baskets of fowl - two full of chickens and the other two carrying lots of ducks - all while weaving in and out of trucks, busses, cars, and a phalanx of other motor scooters, some which have even larger loads!  It is also not unusual to see a motor scooter carrying a large window air conditioning unit tied down behind the driver.  Other scooters in the rural areas carry loads of hay or straw, pigs, and baskets containing at least 40 dozen of eggs.  If you can somehow figure out how to tie something down behind, under, or to the side of the driver, it works.
Apparently there are no rules restricting load limits of either humans or cargo.  Here is a frequent sight.  A father is driving a motor scooter with an infant apparently less than one year holding onto the handlebars while the child’s backside is pressed against the dad’s stomach.  An older child under five years is sandwiched between the father and the mother who somehow has a space on the rear of the seat.  One day I even saw a family of five riding a motor scooter!
Women seem to be the drivers of over half of the motor scooters here in Saigon.  Some are wearing six inch high heels and nice dresses on their way to and from work or night life.  Others choose to stow their heels in the luggage compartment under the seat (with a second helmet) while wearing sneakers for the drive.  Although it is compulsory for everyone on the motor scooter to wear a helmet, the law does not seem to be enforced.  For those not wearing a helmet, the reason is not cost.  You can easily purchase a fine helmet for less than 150,000 dong (just over $7).   However, most women that I saw do wear helmets along with a mask covering their face from just below their eyes down to their chin.  Many of these are designer masks which may even match their helmet in color and logos.  For example, I saw several women wearing "Hello Kitty" helmets with matching masks.  When I asked if the reason so many women wore masks was due to concern about air pollution when they are driving or riding on back, our tour guide laughed and said, "Well, that's part of it, but the main reason is to keep their faces as white as possible.  If they have a tan due to sun or wind burn, people will assume that they work in the fields and are peasants.  City women do not like to be thought of this way."  
Traffic rules seem to be optional for motor scooters.  Red lights are mere suggestions to stop, and most riders slow down only to ensure that they can navigate safely through the cross traffic before proceeding with horn blaring to signal, "Here I come, get out of my way."   If there is a traffic jam blocking all lanes so that even motor scooters cannot find a small opening to pass through, no problem.  Most of the drivers simply go up over the curbs and use the sidewalk as another lane.
Parking all these motor scooters is an art form in the cities.  When a rider reaches her destination, she simply pulls it up onto the sidewalk and parks it perpendicular to the street in a row of other bikes separated only by inches.  Some establishments, such as bakeries, hire a fellow to take a customer's scooter and do the movement of other bikes necessary to locate a parking place in rows 2 or 3 deep on a broad sidewalk.  Other riders use the services of a parking garage, where for a small fee (by the hour), someone will take your motorcycle and do valet parking for it after issuing a ticket for you to claim your bike after your business or work has been completed.
Nearly all the motor scooters are still gasoline powered and cost $3000 to $5000 (or much higher).  I did see one all-electric motor scooter while in Hanoi, but because there are so few public battery charging stations located throughout Vietnam that electric vehicles have not caught on.  With the problem of air pollution continuing to increase here, I would suspect that there will be a large market for such vehicles in the near future, if the purchase price can be decreased.  It certainly makes sense to me.
Although I had a short motor scooter ride on the back of a scooter up north in Hue, I had the ride of my life here in Saigon when our guide, Quan, (who lives in Saigon) offered to take me on his scooter to a location where a friend of mine had served during the Vietnam War to see if the building was still there.  As we weaved in and out of this moving school of traffic, I opted to just hang on tightly and hope that Quan was as good a driver as he was a tour leader.  Sometimes I chose not to look during the cacophony of horns blaring around us.  But we made it there and back (the building was still standing 45 years later).  I now feel like a true Vietnamese motor scooter-er.
I thought you might like to know.
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