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By Dr. Nguyen Manh Cuong

1. Introduction
Over two decades, along with the rapid economic growth, Vietnam has also experienced many environmental problems such as environmental degradation and loss of natural resources. Environmental protection has gradually attracted the concern of the Vietnam society. In addition to government’s efforts, community-based initiatives have proved their significant importance in solving local environmental problems. 
Since the 1990s, there was an emerging trend of civil society development and its initiatives in the field of environmental protection and natural resource management initiated by players such as researchers, non-governmental organisations, civil society organizations (CSOs), grass-root groups and community-based organizations (CBOs). However, these players often find it difficult to access funds from the government or international organisations. They also had to struggle with different obstacles in terms of institutional and organisational capacity as well as resource mobilization to effectively carry out their own initiatives. 

To support the participation of community movement in environmental protection, there have been several funding schemes implemented by the Government of Viet Nam and some international organisations. The SIDA Environmental Fund (SEF) is one of them. Established by the Swedish Embassy in July 1997, SEF aims to promote local and highly participatory initiatives in environmental protection and natural resources conservation.  
VUSTA and SEF, IUCN and VUSTA co-organized the workshop: “Connecting community-based initiatives in environmental protection” on 27/November/2007, Hanoi to facilitate opportunities for exchanging and sharing experience and lessons among CSOs in environmental protection and suggest recommendations for CSOs to improve their capacity and government to create favorable legal framework for their operations.

There were approximately 100 participants (40 from SEF, 60 from other organizations) from International organisations in Vietnam: GEF/UNDP, WB, IUCN, SNV, CIDA, DANIDA, WWF, CARE, Action Aid, GTZ, NGO resource center; Government agencies; National NGOs in Hanoi and from other regions; CBOs including SEF typical projects during last ten years;  Scientists and researchers in the related field; Media agencies. Thus, it is one of the largest consultation of multiple stakeholders to produce the common actions for all of them with the major objectives of the workshop as follows:
· To share experience and lessons learnt from community-based initiatives in order to strengthen the capacity for development and participation of community-based organizations (CBOs) and civil society organisations (CSOs) in environmental protection and sustainable use of natural resources.

· To review on the existing legal framework for the participation of CSOs and CBOs in environmental protection activities and discuss the way to promote the roles of these organisations in protecting the environment and natural resources in the new context
· To connect the network of CSOs and CBOs in environmental protection and sustainable use of natural resources.

The next sections will report the major findings of the workshop.
2. Roles  and Best practics of CSOs in environment protection

2.1. Roles of CSOs

· CSOs and local communities should be the center for government policies and development projects where they are the direct and indirect beneficiaries for their projects. Thus, the legal framework for CSOs and environment protection should be favorable for protection of rights of local people and CSOs.

· CSOs could cooperate successfully with local government as the model of public-private partnership for environment protection programs where local government provides some technical and legal support and advice for the projects.

· Mobilizing the grassroots-farmers, communities to protect the environment.

· Initiating the innovative environment protection programs which combine both indeginous knowledges of local people and modern knowledges and skills in local areas.

· Sharing experiences and knowledge and information for local people and communities for environment protection.
· Changing the perception and awareness of local people  for sustainable production and livelihoods.
· Influencing the local government to manage the natural resouces in an efficient and sustainable way.
· CSOs at national level like VUSTA members can play national roles in monitoring and evaluating the development projects and government policies related to environment protection as well as civil society development. VUSTA can be a bridge among CSOs and government in the policy lobby and advocacy.
· VUSTA has been successfully faciliating the network among CSOs for partnership and experience sharing for environment and development projects.
2.2 Best practice and experiences of CSOs
The successful CSOs usually employ the following experiences and practices:

· They adopt the participatory and bottom-ip approachs where they survey the local demands, and encourage the active participation of local people in their programs. At the same time, the local ownership of the programs is clearly confirmed through the whole process of the program implementation.

· The projects use the information and expertises of the multiple stakeholders: scientists, local people, local government, public media which can help to resolve multi-dimensional development problems such as poverty alleviations, environment degradation, and institutional weaknesses.
· Some CSOs have been successfully organizing the research experts to contribute to drafting legal framework for CSOs development and environment protection.

· The successful CSOs usually have good collaboration with international CSOs and donors as well as adopt the modern and transparent governance structure.

3.  Current problems to CSOs in environment protection
· Human resource problems: most CSOs lack qualified human resources because the low income and instable financial capacity of CSOs exist.
· Financial resources problems: most CSOs in this field have difficulties to approach to the long-term and sustainable financial resources for their long-term development. At the same time, Donors have not made the long-term commitment to CSOs development.
· The unequal treatment between CSOs and government organizations have existed, and became the major constraints for CSOs to approach the financial resources and support of the government.
· Most of CSOs are weak in governance and management, especially financial management, given the non-transparent legal framework.
· CBOs and CSOs especially in poor and ethnic minitority areas have difficulties to access the information and knowledge related to project management and environment protections.
· The lobby and advocacy on the basis of scientific research and studies have not been implemeneted at a large scale and national levels.
· The network and partnership among CSOs and government has not been promoted to ensure the enabling environment for civil society development and environment protection in Vietnam.
· The local governmance lacks expertise and financial resources to encourage the participation of communities and CSOs in environment protection. The programs for "Xa hoi hoa" means encouraging the particiaption of non-state sectors in environment protection has been adopted by Prime Minister in2005, but it has not been implemeneted effectively by Ministry of Natural Resource and Environment.
4. Recommendations

Based on the challenges and difficulties, the workshop has proposed the following recommendations:
· It is necessary for CSOs and VUSTA to build up a working network among CSOs for environment protection which help to share information and knowledges as well as cooperate with each another in environment protection.
· The Donors should have a program for capacity buidling for Vietnamese CSOs for improving the human resources as well as good governance structures.

· VUSTA should be a bridge among CSOs, Donors, government and private sector to help CSOs to approach the diverse funding sources, to initiate the lobby and advocacy programs for CSOs, to encourage government and donors to support CSOs.

· The government needs to encourage the participation of CSOs in “xa hoi hoa dich vu cong” programs where they need to allow CSOs to bid for financial support of the government as well as involve in propaganda for environment protections.

· It is necessary to set a website and newsletter for CSOs to discuss and share their experiences in Environment protection.

· The draft law on associations should be issued by National Assembly to ensure the freedom of associations whereby CSOs can have more spaces for their development.

· The policy studies on environemnt issues for lobby and advocacy among CSOs should be supported to faciliate the influences of CSOs on government policies at national level. At the same time, VUSTA should help to open channels for local CSOs to register easily and to get access to high-ranking government agencies as well as National Assembly.

· The participation of CSOs in environment programs should be integrated into another programs such as poverty alleviation, community development and grassroot democracy support, which can help to efficieny utilize the existing tangible and intangible resources.

· CSOs by themselves should build up their own capacities, nong-profit culture and strategic visions with professional activities in environment protection.
