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Why it works
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works only when
everyone is
involved!

Mekong Plus!



Last week, Thursday, I was in Svay Riêng, the Cambodian province just accross the border from Vietnam. We want to increase our programs in Cambodia, and I met a potential candidate to join our Mekong Plus Khmer team. It was to be a brief introduction about who we are and what we do. Not so easy, what should be common sense and straightforward has become complicated here.

There are 2 Cambodias: the one of the ordinary people who count in Riels (the local currency), who live with very little. And the other Cambodia, which functions in dollars: business, often corruption, international organizations and even a number of NGOs. Big air-conditioned villas, many 4 wheel drive vehicles in front, guards at the entrance, visitors have a badge...

One of the best decisions of Mekong Plus has been to have no office in the cities. Over 95% of the very poor live in the rural areas. Saigon has an average income 7 times higher than in the regions we operate. Do we really want to help? So we should be in the villages. One 4 wheel drive vehicle costs as much as one of our programs to help 20.000 people for one year. How could you possibly ask people to contribute then?!
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Our candidate in Svay Riêng: «Will you open an office in the city?
-Certainly not. We want to be based in the villages, we will look for a house to rent. All our programs function like this.
-But then, what about the « staff development » etc.? 

Problem here... How can one develop a good team if not in the poorest villages? When one lives among the people, they can easily come in for a chat, we meet at the coffee shop in the market, or in the fields... A world apart from those consultants who step down from their air-conditioned cars, in a rush "to be back before the trafic jams". I have seen it: they take the 3 liter engine car just for 200m! The «per diem» -compensation for doing field work!, is almost always equivalent to several months income for a poor peasant*! 

Another example: trainings done by big "projects" in Vietnam. Big budget, small impact. Local cadres are invited to government buildings, magisterial lectures, financial compensation for all participants. People read the newspaper, they feel so bored.

Mekong Plus ? Every month hundreds of peasants and women invite us. They have questions and they have chosen the topic of the meeting. Of course none are paid to attend. The meeting is in a private house, and all go to see the fields, or the pond or the pig stall. Practical stuff.

Look at the video, it is blindingly obvious!
http://www.mekongplus.org/images/stories/videos/2008-06-18_format_en.wmv
Bernard KERVYN, 22nd June 2008

*Frequently 15 €/day or more. The poorest we work with live with 4-5 €/person/month.
Vehicle of the only “expat” of Mekong Plus. Otherwise by bus.





One attends the meeting for the incentive, but it is often so boring, people read the newspaper !








