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	Quarterly Bulletin

Programs in

Vietnam & Cambodia

Period 10-12/2007
(For partners & friends)
Highlights
Vietnam
· Success in the fight against erosion
· 3660 very poor households in the program!
· Clients show interest in buying our compost
Cambodia
· CFED back on track
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	2 countries, the partners:
In Vietnam with HTUThiện ChíUTH : NGO set up by our local team, it takes over the programs. We contribute for part of its funding, HTUThiện ChíUTH finds the rest to become independent. We also provide technical support. Page 2. In Cambodia with 3 partners: Rade, CFED, PTEA. Page 10.
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Vietnamese NGO :

Community development and training

This report only covers the most important and recent developments. For a global view see: HTUhttp://www.vietnamplus.org/en/documents.htmlUTH & HTUhttp://www.thienchi.org/en/publications.htmlUTH. 

Summary of the situation : Thiện Chí has been set up by the Vietnamese team of Viêt Nam Plus - TMekong PlusT. First as a non-profit private company, and now as an NGO. It takes progressively over all programs and becomes independent.

Summary of the on-going programs:
UDúc LinhU : the program was started in August 1999 and has expanded upon the suggestion of the authorities, from 2 to 5 communes and subsequently to 13. The region is inhabited mostly by immigrants from the North and the Center. The cooperation with the authorities is pretty good; new activities are added and the contract is extended.
UTánh LinhU : In March 2001 the province has proposed an expansion to the neighboring district of Tánh Linh, which is poorer.

UHam Thuan NamU. New extension in the same province, since April 2006. 

ULong MỹU: new program, in Hâu Giang province (Mekong delta) since October 2004.

UPhung HiepU. Extension of the Long My program started in June 2006.

1.1. Savings-credit
Summary of the program: difficult access to credit with a reasonable interest rate was at the centre of our strategy until 2004. Since then access to bank loans has improved for almost everybody. Thiện Chí assists the Women’s Union to run a microcredit program in several communes. In parallel Thiện Chí provides individual microcredit to extremely poor households and to small enterprises which generate employment locally.
1.2. Agriculture

Summary of the program: all programs are located in agricultural regions and the peasants are eager to improve their techniques, obtain better seeds etc. The government services do not fulfill the needs of all and their training is not easily understood by the poorest. Thiên Chí sets up farmers’ groups: the best to provide advice to the others; as they have more credibility than agronomists with a salary. Technicians have been trained in each commune.

In Tánh Linh Nhung has proved once again that growing vegetables could be more profitable than growing paddy:
	Euros
	Riz
	Légumes

	Investissement et coûts
	30
	57

	Rentrées
	60
	140

	Profit
	30
	83


[image: image8.emf]Of course the investment is larger but the harvest is very substantial, with a profit three times larger than for paddy. One must note vegetable gardens are very labor intensive, much more than paddy, it is thus not possible to use daily laborers as their cost has increased tremendously; one resorts only on family labor. The increase in the cost of labor follows overall inflation (estimated at 13%for 2007), but it is also due to massive numbers leaving the rural areas to work in the industries and urban centers, thus provoking a shortage of manpower in certain periods. For instance when works must be done without delay, after heavy rains and just before the paddy harvest, as it happened last year, a large part was lost because there were not enough people around to harvest the paddy in time; the soil was so wet it could not be done mechanically. 
The vegetable gardens are a real opportunity for the poor: they require little land but more labor, the profits are good, the harvest is done daily over a long period (thus providing daily cash) and starts within a short time after planting.
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In Tánh Linh again Nhung has achieved a good success in guiding poor farmers planting each 1000 banana trees. Losses have been minimal, but it is too early to estimate likely profits. In Dúc Linh a different project has been tried: Vetaver grass, which is prolific and develops very deep roots which fix the soil. Unfortunately, soon after sowing exceptionally heavy and long rains wiped away 80% of the seeds. What remains now develops very well. This Vetaver is also excellent fodder for cows.

Fighting erosion is extremely important because very few trees are left on the slopes: although logging is forbidden, surveillance and discipline is too weak. Besides the priority for the people is short term, they want to grow food.

1.3. Livestock

Summary of the program: before the Thiên Chí program, in the remote villages about 1/3 of the animals used to die from various diseases. The program has trained “para-vets” with emphasis on practical and real cases; that have originated from the villages nearby and they are paid, after the training, by the peasants themselves for the services provided. To train one such “para-vet” costs 170 €, but once trained, the savings in the community are an estimated 200 € per month. It is then easier to mobilize the farmers for better prevention and for improving the breed of their livestock. The farms develop and multiply.
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Since the bird flu crisis has decimated many rural flocks, which were not fed because they could not be carried to the markets except the local small village markets. Now the people become more confident, demand is there and prices have increased a lot, so have profits: chicken sell at almost 3 €/kilo, two times more than before the crisis. But if there is news about the epidemic hitting again in the country –one person died recently in the North, if rumors spread again, then all of sudden not a single chicken will be sold on the market. 
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Thân, our veterinary, who had successfully launched many rabbit farms, has regained hope: a number of farms he knows in the neighboring district –a previous program of ours, have continued profitably in spite of the epidemics. Thân plans a training in January, with a field visit to these careful and successful farms, which follow strict rules for hygiene.
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Loan is very successful with the eel farms, in the delta. 139 farms are developing very well. Loan is an expert in fish culture, and extends her support to the other districts, in Bình Thuân province as well. Bình Thuân is much more arid and eel raising is thus less obvious. For instance where small fish are expensive, the profitability of eel farms is in doubt. For Loan, if prices pass 40 cents (€) one should reconsider whether to pursue or not. In the delta people have snails also: farmers consider them as a pest, they damage their paddy. The farmers are thus more than happy if other people, usually much poorer, come and harvest them, to feed their eels. 
1.4. Program for the very poor

Summary of the program: deep poverty (4-6 euros/month as per capita income) has receded in Vietnam, from 30-40% to approximately 10% in our districts. Thiên Chí puts the priority on the poorest 2-5%%: scholarships, medical assistance, housing, and whenever possible, economic assistance. In every case help is provided only when the community participates. Mobilize local solidarity is the team’s main task.
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This is a slow and difficult program because extremely poverty has many causes and takes many forms, has various consequences. Often the extremely poor have heavy health problems, quite often they make serious mistakes and waste the little they still have. The program expands and now covers 3660 households. This regular and quick expansion is accompanied by a significant increase in quality of the interventions, their management and follow-up, thanks to the growing experience of the teams. Every month the teams report the progress and achievements. Each time a household reimburses its loan: how much profit, how much an increase in family income etc.
For each new loan one examines how to diversify the activities and sources of income. For the 3rd loan normally new or different activities must be developed, while the others should continue. 

1.5. Theatre
Summary of the program: Thiên Chí provides a lot of training, in various forms. Sometimes the training must be fun and reach larger numbers. Theatre groups have been set up and they produce 4 shows a week each. This is action theatre which encourages people to participate by getting on stage! The themes are: the importance of hygiene, alcoholism, Aids.  About 60.000 people watch the shows in one year.

269 shows were produced in 2007 with an average of 200 spectators. After many years, it is time to reduce the program a little: we are thus keeping 2 groups out of 3, who will move to cover all 5 districts, often quite far away from each other. The actors will thus work more, increase their skills and earn more.
1.6. Health
Summary of the program: Thiên Chí does not provide curative services but prevention and training. Generally, the public services are good: vaccinations, anti-malaria programs etc. but often the information is insufficient. Thanks to the many groups who meet every week the program has a fantastic network to provide training and disseminate information. Incentives are made available to help the people to build latrines, wells, or to buy a water filter. Deworming tablets are sold at cost price. Mosquito nets are impregnated with insecticide. 

In primary schools, Thiên Chí has trained the teachers in new pedagogy: no more top-down learning, but practice, group work and teeth brushing together on the school playground.

It requires a strong motivation to always repeat the messages for better hygiene, especially about latrines! In 2007 666 new latrines have been installed with direct program support. Many more have been done, but with no direct program intervention. Besides 665 wells have been done as well, and 134 biogas. Even though hygiene is often terrible, one measures the impact of many years of effort, for instance in the proportion of people infested with worms: it came down to 20%, from over 50% at the start of the program. Besides the increasing number of clean latrines and wells, the many trainings, have had an impact on attitudes. It is so necessary! A recent government country wide survey concluded 17% of the health personnel only would wash their hands on their way out of the toilet…
1.7. Education

Summary of the program: since 2002 scholarships of 2 x 8 euros/year are given to very poor families. They have committed themselves not to drop out from school.

Computer training centers have been equipped with second hand computers, which allow the students to improve their qualifications and hopefully reach university.
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“I learned several new softwares: Word, Excel, Autocad, Pascal, Internet, Outlook… which I now use regularly. Thanks to the computer I obtain a lot of useful information for my studies, I consult dictionaries and encyclopedia. I am very interested in social science and computers. I think I now have much better results at school in general. For mathematics I can now complement what we learn in class with additional exercises I find on the Internet, I think I have become quite good. 2 times already I participated in the contest organized by Thiên Chí, one time I won the first prize!” (Kông, end of secondary school in Tánh Linh). 
It looks like a dream: Kông lives in a small village in Dúc Phú, 5 hours by bus from Hô Chí Minh City, 3 buses per day.

Thân, our veterinary, is also the program director for Tánh Linh, is always ready to learn more, but also he encourages the others to pursue their learning as well. He now prepares a new program: introduction to Internet, for the Bac Ruông high school, a commune 45’ away by motorcycle, from his office in Tánh Linh. More villages are now connected to high speed Internet. 
1.8. Employment

Summary of the program: agricultural prices fall regularly and the peasants, who cannot diversify their production and sources of income, are losing out. To help them, Thiên Chí endeavors to promote handicrafts. Temporary jobs are also created by repairing roads and small bridges, by planting trees, by building dykes etc.
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Vietnam-Quilts (www.vietnam-quilts.org) continues to do very well. But there is an unexpected problem for the shop in Hô Chí Minh City: breaking the current contract the land lady expels Vietnam-Quilts from the show with only 3 weeks notice… House rent prices have jumped to unbelievable rates: for instance a shop of 80 m2 (2 floors) has increased from 7000$ to… 14.000$ with a contract of 6 months to 1 year only. But experience shows this where one must be: sales are much better in district 1, the center of the city…
For Terre d’Oc (www.terredoc.com) the program of Hàm Thuân Nam produces now also rattan in spirals. Very strict quality controls take much time. The workers and the whole team must be trained and supervised. This time is taken from the many tasks waiting in the villages. It is the price to be paid for the sustainability of the program, by creating jobs (over 50 new jobs, and with double income), by generating profits which fund an increasing share of the programs (training, plantations, salaries etc.). Rattan must be replanted, the plan for 2008 and the 3 following years is to plant 45.000 of them. This job will also provide substantial income to the Ra’Glay ethic minority, one of the poorest people of the province. It is even more urgent that rattan takes a minimum of 4 years before it can be harvested. In parallel the production process must certainly be improved: today 75% is wasted, as the products are rejected at the different steps of the quality control.
1.9. Waste recycling

Summary of the program: invited by the authorities to help resolve the growing problem of waste, Thiên Chí proposes to recycle 80% of it, thus creating new jobs. This proposal has been chosen amongst the most innovative in a competition organized by the World Bank but since then fresh funding has been difficult to obtain.

There was a salmonella alert at the site, which developed next to the recycling pits, but it has been contained and measures have been taken. The lab tests for the quality of our compost are good and the field tests have begun, by pilot farmers from the many farmers groups. Surprise: clients show in increasing numbers to buy compost, although it has not been announced for sale yet. The team refuses to sell for the time being, waiting for the field tests to be positive. One must be absolutely certain because failures are very difficult to handle with farmers in poor remote areas. Among the interested clients is one company which produces compost but it does not have enough organic waste! Today it must import it! We already heard the rumor that plastic waste was imported from China, causing local prices for plastic waste to fluctuate. If this is true, it would be another facet of globalization indeed!

The children in Dúc Linh have collected record quantities of plastic waste: almost 40 tons for the first quarter. The results of the other districts are not known yet, Tánh Linh announces 20 tons at least.

1.10. Harvest of the cassava leaves

It used to be wasted, but today the leaves are collected and dried, then sold to Ms.Diêu, a village worker, who has a grinder. Then she sells this to animal feed companies. The leaves have a high rate of proteins and xanthophylls which are an expensive component. Of course the leaves are bought at a low price, it is light work, done easily by young children and women. Some children spread the leaves on the fields, after harvest, on their way to school, and on their way back the leaves are collected and brought to Diêu’s. The harvest depends on the weather: if it is rainy the leaves are lost. It depends on other prices: when the tuber has a good price, the farmers recruit more laborers to finish the work quickly, so labor prices go up, and the leaves are left in the fields, people have no time for them. It is very much a complementary income which benefits the really poor. The quickest manage to earn up to 4 € in a day!

Because the leaves are bulky (a 10 ton truck can carry only less than 3 tons of leaves) they must be grounded. Diêu’s small house disappears behind the huge pile of bags, full of leaves. The grinder spreads a green powder all around through the many leaks. When Diêu starts the engine, the televisions in the area shut down as the electric line is too weak.

1.11. The English classes in Hâu Giang

For 16 months now, 2 American volunteers have taught English to the cadres of Hâu Giang province, splitting their time between the province headquarters and the district of Long My where we have our small program office. Hundreds of adults and youth have improved their speaking and understanding skills considerably. The less assiduous are the… English teachers, whom we considered to be the priority target group. Their English is so difficult to understand one often prefers they continue in Vietnamese. But they are irregular, come to the classes without preparation, without their books… They have an excuse: the classes take place during their little free time. 166 (out of 300) have tried the test, 81% with success.
1.12. Capacity building for the local partners

Thiên Chí takes over the program of Tánh Linh with the agreement of the local authorities, while Hàm Thuân Nam should be taken over next year. The program of Hâu Giang, another province at 12 hours by bus, will be taken over by another Vietnamese NGO which the team tries to set up. The Hâu Giang authorities are positive, there is confidence and mutual trust, more in the Mekong delta than elsewhere. Surprise: for the first time 3 provincial cadres asked permission to join our monthly staff meeting, which we readily accepted of course. Their participation was intense for over 3 hours.
1.13. Develop our own cadres

Thiên Chí has strong program directors, who all have between 10 and 15 years of experience with Viêt Nam Plus. But the second line of command (8 vice-directors) is still too weak. Thân has accepted the responsibility to coordinate their training: lectures, tests, reading, and monthly sessions. One session took place at the Thiên Chí office in January.

1 Cambodia 
Mekong Plus has 2 partners in Cambodia, all in Svay Rieng province: CFED and PTEA : agriculture extension through farmers groups, community organization to protect the forests.

The second audit of CFED (this time paid for by another sponsor) has confirmed the serious accounting problems. Mekong Plus had suspended its financial support for 4 months, all employees working without pay, even paying for the petrol of the motorcycle from their pocket. This shows sincerity and motivation. The president of the board of directors felt it was great time that strict measures be taken: 4 meetings of which 3 in Svay Riêng, at the field office, training for the 2 accountants… several good decisions have been taken by the board, meeting the expectations of the director and the staff, obviously overwhelmed by their job.

Bernard and Thanh, Khmer agronomist on the in Hâu Giang Viêt Nam Plus program  (where there is a large Khmer minority), have participated at several staff meetings and field visits. They presented how Thiên Chí was functioning and how it has managed to set up its team. Following the steps taken by CFED, Mekong Plus has resumed its support; one can say that without this process CFED would have died and stopped all operations.

PTEA enjoys an obvious popularity in the villages: it has a strong leader, M.Poch Man, with strong charisma, but has also several experienced staff to second him. The board is good, the accounts are well kept as was confirmed by the audit.  But the strategy is a vague, they just never say no to the many requests in these very remote villages (up to 2 hours by motorcycle from their “office”, itself almost 2 hours from the little Svay Riêng town). Mekong Plus proposes to concentrate all programs, for instance no credit for pigs if there are no para vets around. According to PTEA up to 40% animals die of various diseases, thus generating big losses for the farmers. 
Confusing: Thanh (our agronomist) does not understand why they have only one paddy crop giving about 1 ton, while on similar soils in Vietnam one produces 10 times more. PTEA plans a visit of the Mekong Plus programs, especially in the Khmer villages.
Bernard KERVYN, 12-Jan-08
Video on the rattan project (click). The Marketing director of Nature & Découvertes: “Super, congratulations!”





Kông at work. Click for the video.


Below: Thân





Sometimes very little improvements make a big difference. This cheap installation (3 €) gives water to the pigs on demand.





This lady harvests snails, cleans them and sells them to other villagers.





Health training by CFED





The naked slopes lose their soil, erosion is massive. Nhung tries banana trees, Duoc Vetaver





The T-shirt of the ferry man promotes Vietnam in the WTO!





Diêu! The cassava leaves are her business. View the video “One day with Diêu”





Huong, Thiên Chí staff in Dúc Linh, reports to the monthly meeting : « I suggest we make another loan of 400 euros to Diêu, she is really short of capital. We hope to harvest 300 tons this year, the prices are very good, but she needs to give some advances to the peasants.


-Her grinder can process how many tons a day?


-3 tons maximum


-So it must run non stop for 3 months !, there is a risk it will break and then what ? 


-If it breaks she knows whom to call to fix it quickly. It usually takes 2-3 days, it has happened … »
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