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1 Highlights

Vietnam

· Desperate for a piece of land for the waste recycling site!

· Strengthening the team

· Anh Dương is born

Cambodia

· Exchanges between Cambodia and Vietnam
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2 Vietnam
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Summary of the situation : UThiện ChíUTH (“Good will”) and Anh Dương (“Sun ray”) are 2 Vietnamese NGOs been set up by the Vietnamese team of Viêt Nam Plus - Mekong Plus. Thiên Chí takes progressively over all programs in Bình Thuân. Anh Dương takes over the Long My and Phung Hiêp programs. We contribute for part of their funding, they find the complement independently. We also provide technical support. 
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. Thiên Chí assists the Women’s Union to run a microcredit program in several communes. In parallel the team 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. TC-AD set 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.
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The agriculture and livestock teams have regular and interesting exchanges between themselves, by email or by Skype, they discuss possible technical innovations, to review their technical reports and evaluations etc. the exchanges are frank and direct, which is pretty rare in Vietnam. At the end of June all came together for 3 days: field visits and discussions about the different pilot sites. The program directors really need these meetings as they cannot evaluate the work of their own teams, although they are responsible about how the funds are used (except Thân who is a veterinary and a program director).
Among the proposed models, the most frequent are the integrated farms: fish is raised in paddy fields, worms are raised on cow dung and fed to the fish or the chicken, the overflows from biogas go into the fish pond or to the vegetable garden. There are more farms growing vegetables under nets: risks of pests are reduced, so one can use less chemicals and one saves water as well.

The Vietnamese have a strong reputation: they watch TV more than many. So we have produced a short video about a model farm in Dúc Linh and we distribute it the farmers’ groups. This is a very cheap and effective training tool to spread the word of farmers who became very successful thanks to good techniques and microcredit.
1.3. 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 and Anh Dương put 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 main task of TC-AD.

The program has made continuous progress by increasing from 2549 households in January to 3221 in June. The follow-up is very intense and well organized. Every month we collect the reimbursements from the microloans and take the opportunity to review the situation of about 200 households, how much progress they have made during the [image: image7.jpg]


last 12 months. One observes an average increase in incomes of 25%/year, not counting the improvements in health, housing etc. 2677 scholarships have been given and we believe they encourage 4016 children to prolong their education, thanks to the regular visits of our social workers.
1.4. Theatre
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Summary of the program: The team 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.

1.5. Health

Summary of the program: The team 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, The team has trained the teachers in new pedagogy: no more top-down learning, but practice, group work and teeth brushing together on the school playground.

1.6. 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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8 pilot schools participate in the Inclusive education program (adapt the school to the needs of all, the handicapped people included). A very moving video
 explains the program much better than words: the little Hằng shows a fantastic determination, all smiling and happy. Assisted by her friends at school, and by the teacher, although there is no budget, no extra resources, and only a few hours training… With this new program, launched last February, Thiên Chí and Anh Dương expand their activities to reach even more very poor households.
1.7. 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, The team 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 continues its way with great success. The Internet website is about to be renovated and to offer the option to buy online: this should help reduce the fluctuations in sales, because sales at the 2 shops are less during the monsoon for instance. Vietnam-Quilts has set up a board of directors and recruits a manager.
The collaboration with Terre d’Oc is always very fruitful: incense and rattan. A detailed evaluation of the financial profits shows excellent results which is reassuring. It was not easy for many months because these are new fields of competence for us, prices of materials vary wildly. The quality criteria for Terre d’Oc are such that a lot of raw materials are lost. We now hope to be able to develop new products and tests are under way: bamboo, small bags in tissue to be filled with perfume…
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Rejected products make us throw away as much as 80% of the rattan, which is a great pity because rattan has become extremely rare and expensive in Vietnam. Tưu, our agronomist, replants 45.000 rattan this year only, funded by Terre d’Oc. Paul Trân, engineer and director of Artus
 has spent several days in our workshops to examine how the production processes could be improved. For rattan we hope to reduce losses by 2 or 3. For the incense sticks Paul has proposed to improve the workstation with a cover, so that the workers would have less wood powder in their face. They all wear masks now, but they are still very much exposed. For the incense sticks also we hope to reduce the losses by half.

The products which are not good enough for Terre d’Oc are still of a quality much higher than whatever is available on the local market: so, instead of throwing all this away, why not put a nice packaging and sell them in Saigon? We are exploring this possibility.
All products must be perfect, and this is why we also obtain a good price from Terre d’Oc. Unfortunately not everybody can reach this level, while our goal, at Thiên Chí and Anh Dương is definitely to reach the poorest. We are therefore looking for some products which are easier for the poorest and less skilled to make, even though the profits may be less.

1.8. 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.
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After several years of action-research and efforts (3 times we were forced to move to another site because the authorities could not find a suitable piece of land), our model seems to work. Good quality compost is produced at a price adequate to the local market. Present demand is over 20 tons per month, which is 4-5 times more than we can produce today. Particularly during the monsoon: no shelter to dry the compost when it rains, we use tarpaulins as one does not know when the pilot site will have to move again!
Rumors are heard that the land given by the district of Tánh Linh would be taken from Thiên Chí and given to a large enterprise instead… Thân, director of the Tánh Linh program, went to see the authorities and asked them to issue a written confirmation. But the files are moving from one desk to the next, the province cannot agree with the district, and one only know and understand bits and pieces. Thiên Chí is thus in a difficult situation: improvements are required to improve the quality and the quantity of the compost, and to reduce costs further. It has just made a large drum which is much better to sort the waste compared to the former transformed paddy husking machine: it is cheaper and much more reliable.
This pilot program is almost ready for replica elsewhere, we are ready for all the other 3 districts. Dúc Linh is still uncertain because the authorities cannot find a piece of land for the program –while waste is dumped in several illegal sites all over the region! Hàm Thuân Nam has offered a piece of land which is far from everything, there is no water nor electricity! Hàm Thuân Nam is close to the city of Phan Thiết (100.000 inhabitants), where a large plant is planned. Waste from the cities is more valuable: 75% is organic compared to less than 50% in the rural districts! There is probably no room for a second plant too close to the city, so we do not plan a waste unit for Hàm Thuân Nam.

In Long My, in the Mekong delta, it seems compost is less attractive, the farmers are reportedly not keen, contrarily to the people in Bình Thuân (a dry area). Is it because the fields are flooded for several months every year, and thus benefit from this natural fertilizer? Our Executive Committee has thus decided to test the market with compost imported from our pilot plant in Tánh Linh first.
Conclusion: we are all waiting for Dúc Linh, precisely the district which first identified the need and called us for support (in 2003!). But if they cannot provide a piece of land (5000 m2 will do) Thiên Chí will not move… Are we waiting for… Godot?
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Plastic waste

The pupils smash all previous records by collecting vast quantities of waste. True, in some cases the teachers impose quotas that all “good” pupils must achieve, so much so that some parents are alarmed and protest unattractive tasks are given to their children! However all concede Dúc Linh has become a very clean place and they are proud of it, it is definitely much better than most. 
Thiên Chí’s help consists in finding potential buyers, who take the plastic waste for recycling. The highest bidder takes it all (5-7 cents/kilo at present). But sometimes these buyers do not fulfill the contract and leave large quantities of plastic waste on school playgrounds…  When the rains come it is extremely unpleasant for everyone.
One problem is that the children tend to collect all sorts of plastic or plastic-like wastes, like chips packs for instance, which are difficult and probably not recyclable in an economical and environment friendly way. When all wastes are mixed, the whole lot becomes less attractive because the sorting is expensive, even though white and transparent plastics are priced 5 times higher than the rest.

In Vietnam an also through the Internet we are looking for options. How to recycle low value wastes? Looking for advice! In Africa people recycle all sorts of plastics to produce bricks, but their cost is 5 times higher than ordinary bricks in Vietnam! Not to mention the pollution of the recycling process.

The last resort is for Thiên Chí to warn the schools: if the collected waste is not recyclable then Thiên Chí may decide to suspend its support for this program… Paradox!

1.9. Capacity building for the local partners
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Thiên Chí is a star in Bình Thuân province, being the most active local NGO, by far. There are 18 organizations under the same government umbrella (VUSTA
). The province requested its participation for a big seminar organized by VUSTA to promote Thiên Chí and to encourage other similar organizations in the province.
Certainly thanks to Thiên Chí, a second Vietnamese NGO has been created in the province of Hâu Giang (in the Mekong delta, 12 hours by bus from Phan Thiết). For Thiên Chí it took 2 years to be fully registered but Anh Dương did it in a few weeks only. True, the administration in the delta is also more open and flexible.

1 team= 1 district
1 program director 
1-2 vice-director(s)

	
about 10 employees full time
about 20 employees part time

	In each team:
cross checking in the villages

	Monthly meeting in each team:
consolidation of all data
corrective measures, proposals etc.
All reports are of the same format and sent to all other teams before the 25th of each month

	Meeting of the Executive Committee:
several times per month 
(11 people)


Monthly meeting of all teams:
the last Friday of each month 
by rotation between the programs 
participation: the EC +

	the hosting team
(about 30 people)

	Quarterly meeting of the technical groups:
agriculture / health
preceded by field visits of the hosting program 
(between 10 and 20 people)

	Quarterly meeting of all teams 
(about 50 people)


1.10. The teams
We face continuous difficulties to recruit people. A number of ads were put during the 3 last months: they are followed by a few phone calls but very few consent to send their application : a modest pay scale and programs based in remote areas are the main reasons. Only 18 people have been recruited, much less than the target.

Quarterly staff meeting 
in Long My

Like every 3 months, all teams meet in one place. This time we were almost 50 in Long My, a great moment to reinforce the teams.

Training of the cadres  
The program directors (2 women ouf of 4) are competent and experienced, they each have been more than 10 years with  Mekong Plus. One must prepare the new generation of directors and develop our potential for expansion of the programs. Thân (veterinary and program director for Tánh Linh) coordinates their training, and uses also external training facilities.
Evaluation 2008

It is a tradition, we have a major evaluation every second year, besides the several specific evaluations by sector. During the last 2 years half a dozen evaluations have been completed
. Each time we invite a specialist, and with an integrated approach there is no alternative, how could we ask the same person to evaluate the agriculture program, the theatre program and the inclusive education program?

Besides, a global approach, with emphasis on the human factor, is not well apprehended by a traditional quantitative method. This time we will experiment a new qualitative approach named MSC –Most significant change, which is based on how the people feel about the major changes in their life, not necessarily due to the program of course. The Executive Committee received a 2 day training, which launched a process which will last many months. We believe this approach will not only be used for the evaluation, it is in fact a wonderful training for the whole team to better listen to the population, better understand its priorities and be closer to its preoccupations.
The Executive Committee in Cambodia

Several cadres of Thiên Chí and Anh Dương had never been out of the country: it is useful to be in another country to better understand Vietnam. Many members of the EC had only a vague idea about the Khmer Rouge and the visit of Toul Sleng has deeply disturbed them all. The meetings with TPO and SSC (2 NGOs who provide psychological support, namely to the victims and witnesses of the atrocities) were extremely interesting. Mr.Tốt (director of Thiên Chí) was secretary of the accounting department at the Palais Royal under Sihanouk before 1970, he made us visit the palace –much more impressive than the Thiên Chí premises!

The group was very moved by the abject poverty of large number of people, and the huge socio-economic gap, so clearly visible. On the other hand the Khmer NGOs are very free and have a much better knowledge of English. The culture and the spirituality of the Khmer has impressed them, as well the profound respect shown for the pagodas or for the king. The Khmer are more courteous and gentle people than the Vietnamese, “their salute is really nice!”. Typical and so revealing: the Vietnamese could not refrain from wondering why Cambodia was so poor while keeping so much land unused, and they passed continuous comments about how much more could be done here and there on the unexploited land.
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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 2 countries are so close geographically, and often in History did their fate cross each other… The Vietnamese are often condescending, while the Khmer find them arrogant and even fear them… to the point they prefer to deal with Western partners instead. Mekong Plus believes it is possible to develop exchanges between the 2 people, learn from each other and benefit from each others’ experience. How not look at the Vietnam paddy fields which produce sometimes 10 times more per hectare?

The choice to work in Svay Riêng is dictated by the desire of Mekong Plus to be really involved in the field, not only for funding or city based trainings and meetings. Our partners CFED and PTEA are motivated but still lack the know-how, probably because they have been dependent for too long from unpredictable funders, whose strategies are decided far away from Cambodia. In many cases the decisions are not function of the quality of work accomplished.
After 2 years with PTEA and CFED, with regular field visits (one Khmer: “We have never seen a partner so often with us in the field”) we realize that many seminars will not be enough. The trainers of one day, who come with their air-conditioned car, are extremely useful, but we like to think one can do better by being more present in the villages. Mekong Plus will set up a Khmer team to run its own program, and then “coach” the Khmer NGOs in a very practical way. Programs will be inspired from the Mekong Plus programs in Vietnam and adapted to the context in Svay Riêng. The Khmer team will spend several months on the Anh Dương program in the Vietnamese Mekong delta.

In April 3 cadres of PTEA spend 4 days in Hâu Giang. Of course Vietnam offers better opprtunities, especially when compared to the PTEA “office” which is 1hr30’ from the main road. In Vietnam Mekong Plus uses a digital projector for its trainings as electrcity is everywhere… They were impressed by the global approach: no credit without technical support; support economic development but also the education of the children, their health… They were most impressed by the little booklet we keep for each of the 4200 very poor households we work with, which provide a picture of the family before/after, a detailed follow-up of all activitites with the household…
Bernard KERVYN, 08-Jul-08
Phuong, member of the Tánh Linh team, working with a poor household. The team spends its time in the field, not in the office.





Training: understand how �the handicapped may feel





Thanh is an ethic Khmer from Vietnam. “Why, on similar land, do they grow only one crop of about 1 ton here, while in Vietnam we have 2-3 of 3-4 tons each?”





PTEA visits the Vietnamese team











� �HYPERLINK "http://mekongplus.eu/images/stories/videos/2008-06-11_hang_en_256.wmv"�http://mekongplus.eu/images/stories/videos/2008-06-11_hang_en_256.wmv�


� Artus produces components for Airbus, Boeing etc. in Vietnam


� Vietnam Union of Scientific and Technical Associations. There are no fully independent NGOs in Vietnam, they must be under the umbrella of a government institution, like a university, or under a branch of the communist party. VUSTA has the final say for the nomination of Thiên Chí’s director for instance. The board is not recognized neither, only the director is responsible for VUSTA. It controls the accounts, the pay scale must be approved etc. However VUSTA is also pragmatic: considering Thiên Chí’s good performance, it will not have problems provided it does not commit serious mistakes.


� They are online at http://mekongplus.eu/lang-en/evaluations
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