Forum on Local Communities in Environmental Protection

Vo Dinh Thanh – AG in the Central Vietnam

SEF was created by the Swedish Embassy in 1997. It aims to assist conservation initiatives and efforts to involve local communities in environmental protection, and to enhance capacity of local NGOs and mass organizations to carry out environmental protection activities.

For the last 4 years of its operation, SEF has provided financial assistance to more than 60 projects and involved many local communities in environmental protection activities. These SEF-funded activities have made a considerable contribution to raising public awareness, improving the environment and carrying out a number of the Government’s and the Party’s policies at the local level. These activities also have received interests and supports from local authorities. Lessons learnt and operative models have been duplicated in many other localities.

In order to enhance the exchange of experience and information, and the relationship between local communities, SEF has been actively carrying out environmental protection activities in many parts of the country. Also with the same aim, which is to facilitate the exchange of information and experience between SEF, local communities and functional government agencies, NGOs and other donors, SEF has held a Forum on Local Communities in Environmental Protection.

The two-day Forum was organized on 10-11 November 2000 in Hanoi, with participation of 68 representatives. They were from local communities (villages, communes, districts and schools) that have carried out environmental protection activities over the last 4 years, from mass organizations that have been involved in environmental communication and from local environmental groups. Participated in the Forum also were government agencies, international NGOs such as IUCN, SNV and Sweden-Denmark Development Fund for Gender Equity, National Environment Agency, Ministry of Science Technology and Environment, Vietnam Youth Union, Vietnam Peasants’ Union and Vietnam Women’s Union. Representatives from the Swedish and Royal Netherlands Embassies in Hanoi were also present in the Forum.

In the morning of the 10 November, after the opening speech by Prof. Le Quy An, Chairman of the AG and the address by Mr. Ola Moller, representative of the Swedish Embassy, 4 presentations were made to participants touching upon issues of: The role of local communities in environmental protection; Raising community awareness about environmental protection; Assistance for sustainable agriculture activities in the Mekong Delta; and Experience in management of community projects.

Later, participants shared their experience in involving local communities in environmental protection activities at their own localities. Of special interest were speeches about “Experience in creation and development of Green Volunteers in Thua Thien-Hue” by Mr. Bui Vinh Hien, “Experience in development of regulations on environmental protection” by a Youth representative of Yen Quang, Nho Quan, Ninh Binh, “Organization of and lessons from creation of a rotation fund for environmental protection initiatives” by Mr. Phan Van Nghia of Dai Thang commune, Tien Lang, Hai Phong, “A model of environmental education in schools” by Mr. Nguyen Huy Chien, Education Department of Quang Xuong district, Thanh Hoa, and issues of transfer of proper and environmentally friendly technology, and experience in management of community projects by Mr. Huynh Huu Thiet of Dong Phu, Binh Phuoc and by Mr. Pham Ngoc Dung of Thua Thien-Hue. The presentations and speeches were well prepared, lessons were made clear and presenters were the ones involved directly in projects’ implementation, so they attracted attention and interest from all the participants and were highly appreciated in terms practical experience.

In the afternoon of the 10 November, in order to facilitate exchanges between participants, the Forum was divided into 2 groups. The discussion issues were decided based on the results from the wish list sent to participants during the preparation of the Forum. The issues touched were:

Issue 1: Rotation Fund

1. What kinds of activities need to create a Rotation Fund?

2. How to select households as beneficiaries of Rotation Funds?

3. How to manage a Rotation Fund (Management Board, necessary procedures, operation)?

4. How can SEF control Rotation Funds, especially when projects are finished?

5. What are changes or incidents that may possibly happen to Rotation Funds?

Issue 2: Organization and management of community projects

1. What are difficulties or problems that project developers face with when managing and implementing projects?

2. How should the project management board be composed and what are necessary procedures for creation of the project management board? How to ensure that members of the project management board are right people?

3. What is the role of local authorities in SEF-funded community projects?

4. What procedural improvements need to be made between SEF, the project management board and local authorities in order to facilitate project management and SEF operation?

5. How to make the cooperation with project technical partner organizations most efficient and cost-effective?

6. How to ensure that project results are practical and sustained?

Issue 3: Selection and technology transfer to local communities

1. What fields related to environmental protection, nature conservation and sustainable development in rural and mountainous areas need a component of technology transfer?

2. What should be paid attention to when selecting technology to transfer?

3. What are the roles of the technology transfer side and local communities during the selection and transfer processes?

4. What and to what extent can donors support?

5. What are the common problems/difficulties faced during the technology transfer process?

Issue 4: Funding orientation for community environmental protection activities for the coming time

1. What are the funding areas?

2. Who are the target groups for funding?

3. What are the time frame, areas and activities for funding?

4. How are community projects funded?

All the participants discussed enthusiastically about the issues in the entire afternoon. Lessons were shared and problems were expressed for agreed solutions. Results from group discussion were synthesized and presented to the plenary on the next day, 11 November.

Issue 1: Rotation Fund

The Forum has agreed:

1. A Rotation Fund is very important to assist in funding and facilitate community activities. A Rotation Fund is especially needed to improve household living standards and generate income because many households can be beneficial in rotation. For example: models of VAC, biogas, garden improvement, non-smoke cookers...

2. Selecting households for loans should base on community consensus. However, there should be also criteria for the environmental protection objective, refunding abilities of the borrower and its enthusiasm to participate in environmental protection activities. Proper attention should be paid to households, who are poor but have high sense of responsibility and know how to make money.

3. A Rotation Fund should be managed strictly by the project management board with necessary procedures and request for commitment of the use of funds to the borrowers. The project management board should define proper timing for withdrawing the funds depending on each specific activity. The Fund management procedures should be publicized, take advantage of assistance from local authorities and be under regular supervision of SEF. Most of the participants have agreed that there should be a small interest rate for the project management board to maintain its operation when a project is finished.

4. When a project is ended, the Rotation Fund as a local environment fund is still in operation. The Fund should be handed over to the community to manage, be equipped with necessary regulations and be recognized by the local authorities. Although at that stage the Fund is no longer under direct control of SEF, the project management board should make periodical reports to SEF. SEF should review the Fund operation after some time since the project’s end.

5. Some normal risks for the Fund management were listed such as: overdue funds occupation, business and cropping failures, sudden sickness of the borrowers, which lead to inability to refund or timely refund, and also the change in the Fund management personnel.

 Issue 2: Organization and management of community projects

1. Some difficulties that are usually faced during the project organization and management were listed like: the project duration is short, the capacity of the project management boards is limited, the start-up stage requires time and on the other hand the project management fee is little. As a result, these affected activities by the project management boards. In addition, the community awareness about the environment is low, so for the first stage, the project management boards have to act as environmental communicators. Besides, most of the projects takes place in remote areas, so the communication between the project management boards and experts is difficult and not on a regular basis. Disasters and the change in terms of personnel of the project management boards were also included as difficulties caused to the organization and management of community projects.

2. How to select members of the project management board: They should represent beneficiaries and be enthusiastic, competent and trustable. The project management board should be selected by the local people and recognized by the local authorities. For composition of the project management board, aspects in terms of gender, age and groups represented should also be paid attention to.

3. The role of local authorities: Local authorities should assist and support the project management board in the implementation and some necessary administrative procedures. In many localities, local authorities are part of the project management board, so they can be aware of what is happening and able to integrate project activities with the ones being carried out in the localities. They therefore can help the project management board in many ways during the implementation process as well as in duplication of the project activities.

4. Administrative procedures between SEF, local authorities and project developers: All the participants agreed that administrative procedures between SEF, local authorities and project developers are well set out and legally binding facilitating smooth implementation of projects.

5. Cooperation between projects and technical partner organizations: Community environmental protection activities necessitate very much support and assistance from technical organizations. The projects usually contract them for providing and transferring technology. In some localities, local communities take advantage of the same or appropriate programs carried out by the technical organizations to get some more funding and technical assistance, especially for expansion of project results.

6. Activities relating to raising community awareness about the environment and development of demonstration models for sharing experience and study visits are welcome by the local people and can be sustained.

Issue 3: Selection and technology transfer to local communities

1. The areas where technology transfer should focused:

· Treatment of wastes from domestic use, production and services

· Clean water

· Saving and effectively use of fuel

· Bio-diversifying in agriculture and shifting of cropping patterns

· Watering economically but effectively

· Application of IPM, line cropping

· Cultivation on slopes, VAC (garden, fish pond and husbandry).

2. Some points that should be paid attention to when selecting and transferring technology:

· Feasibility: low investment, effectiveness and possibility to expand

· Appropriateness with local customs and demand

· Easiness to learn and to do

3. The role of the technology transfer side:

· Technology transfer experts are the ones that not only provide technology, make guidance on how to use the technology, but also give information to the community on a regular basis. However, it should be the community to decide on the technology transfer and organize the application, select households for application, receive the technology and provide feedback to experts.

4. The aspects that donors should pay attention to during the technology transfer process:

· Simple materials and equipment for development of models

· Provision of experts

· Regular provision of information and technical training courses to local people

5. Difficulties that are faced during the technology transfer process:

· Unequal awareness of the communities

· Currently, no management ability of the communities

· Local customs and the use of old technology of the communities for a long time

· Any change in the society and market and disasters affecting key economic activities can also affect demands in application of environmentally friendly technology.

Issue 4: Funding orientation for community environmental protection activities for the coming time

1. The areas for funding:

· Models for treatment of wastes (in agriculture and fisheries...)

· Awareness raising (through training courses, community campaigns, environmental regulations...)

· Activities focusing on conservation, rational use of natural resources, sustainable development to reduce pressures on forests

· Exchange of information

· Establishment and development of Green Volunteers Teams, Environment Clubs by associations of peasants, women and students.

2. Target groups for funding: Apart from the groups that SEF has been providing funding so far, participants recommended SEF to consider additionally the following:

· Urban communities

· Communities in the buffer zone of national parks and protected areas.

3. Time frame: Projects lasting more than one or two years should also be considered for funding.

4. Modalities: Funding should continue to be channeled directly to the beneficial community.

5. Other recommendations: Participants recommended that SEF should pay more attention to develop models and expand good models.

Participants highly appreciated experiences and suggestions shared within and amongst discussion groups. They considered them as valuable experiences and practical guidance for themselves. These also were recommendations made to SEF and through the Forum, to other donors.

Then Mrs. Do Thi Huyen, representing the Swedish Embassy presented some experience about communities’ management and protection of the environment in the South and Southeast Asia region. Experiences of Thailand, Nepal and India about organization of activities, establishment of information exchange networks and community-based management of natural resources caught attention of the participants.

Proper timing was set aside for participants to exchange experience about development of environmental regulations and management and funds withdrawing of the Rotation Fund.

In the evaluation session, participants highly appraised the content of the Forum and logistic arrangements with regards to the travel, accommodation, meal and material provision by the organizers.

Most of the participants indicated that the part that was most useful and interesting was group discussion. The experiences they shared and learned from one another that can be applied upon their return were:

· Experience about development of environmental regulations

· Approaches and attention points during the process of transfer of technology for environmental treatment, rational use and conservation of natural resources

· Experience about implementation of community projects on environmental protection

· Experience and attention points when developing ideas and community projects on environmental protection

· Orientation for consolidation and expansion of project results

Some participants made the following recommendations to the organizers:

· SEF should organize such a Forum on a regular basis to facilitate information exchanges and enhance capacity of local communities

· SEF should review the relationship and cooperation of SEF-funded projects with programs and projects being implemented with other functional agencies and organizations.

In conclusion, on behalf of the organizers, Prof. Le Quy An summarized the activities, issues and experiences shared and discussed during the Forum. Two working days with active participation and scientific manner gave participants a chance to discuss generic and key issues. Many lessons were generalized for practical application by the participants. The Forum also recomended to funding agencies, particularly SEF orientation for funding of community activities for environmental protection in the coming time. Prof. Le Quy An extended his thanks to the Swedish Embassy for facilitating the organization of the Forum and to all the participants who made recommendations and contribution to the Forum. He also promised to take into consideration all these recommendations in order to enhance the quality and effectiveness of funding for local communities, making more significant contribution to carrying out the Government’s and the Party’s policies in environmental protection and sustainable development.

