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1 Highlights
· Mekong-Quilts : new record sales and possible expansion
· Vietnam: the action theatre program is stopped due to a lack of funding
· Cambodia : the pioneers of Rumdoul
· Reflection: what future and what resources for Mekong Plus
2 Vietnam
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Summary of the situation : Thiện Chí –www.thienchi.org (“Good will”) and Anh Dương -www.anhduonghg.org (“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. 
2.1 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. 3 programs: women’s groups for saving and credit. Microcredit to extremely poor households. Microcredit for small entrepreneurs who generate significant employment locally.
2.2 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.

2.3 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. 

2.4 Theater
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.

In Mekong Plus we strongly believe arts, sports and other activities for fun are so important to change attitudes: theatre, solidarity cross country (for the scholarships), sports events for the non smoking day… But the economic crisis and the brutal reduction in funding for development programs has affected the theatre program, after more than 10 years of activity and more than 1500 shows.
This program requires a close management; the actors have a low level of education and need constant support. Including to reduce frictions in the theatre groups and between the the theatre groups and the other Mekong Plus teams.
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So much fun and thunders of applause! Trinh in Long Mỹ writes: “17 shows in December, about 2500 spectators. To raise the awareness of the population namely regarding the importance of children’s education. Not just one more training but a good time after the heavy works in the fields. one can see the pleasure the peasants have! An old lady comes to me and says: -We do not have television. After work we eat and go to sleep. I really loved the girl who plays the young mother, how difficult it is to educate our children these days!” The theatre group leader: -I have been extremely affected by the decision to stop the program and I hope the financial crisis will soon be resolved. I love this job so much”.
This decision to stop the program has been log prepared. The outcome of the program does not compensate the heavy management costs; they could be resolved of course, but at a price we can no longer afford. Hard choice!
2.5 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.
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The “happy rooms” in the pilot schools, aimed for providing special education for the handicapped children, are a constant success and in fact play a more important role than expected. They are used with enthusiasm by scores of children, no difference is made between the handicapped and the other children! The teachers who are in charge of these rooms must know about the handicap, the special requirements and the development plan of each child. To assist them a guide has been produced: how to arrange and decorate the room, what equipment and materials are needed, what activities can be organized… The program in Long Mỹ (where the VSO
 volunteers are based) has served as a guinea pig for a training followed by the 4 teams -Mekong Plus operates in Vietnam in 4 different regions with 4 teams.
There are exchanges between the teams every 2 months, even though some work quite far from the others (more than 12 hours by bus between Long Mỹ and the Bình Thuận districts). Marijn and Maarten, the VSO volunteers, move from district to the next and play an excellent role to coordinate the teams and develop synergies between them. There is a good combination between the hard working spirit and the Asian determination on one side, and the desire for quality and rigor on the other. The teams are very happy and work together with shared trust. Marijn and Maarten are very appreciated, which is sometimes not so obvious, in Vietnam namely
 !
In Đức Linh the team has put together a booklet which allows the follow-up and progress of each child and to adapt the teaching for her/him adequately. It is a model which has now been adopted by the other teams.

The teachers have received several trainings so that the handicapped children would get an appropriate training, case by case, and one observes the teachers are more motivated and put more and more energy into this. However paying too much attention for this minority of children (2-3 per class at most) may generate negative feelings from the other children and provoke adverse reactions towards the handicapped children.
The Mekong Plus teams train the teachers, step by step, and the emphasis is put on quality not on numbers and speed. In common agreement between the advisers and the teams, they concentrate on the 5 main training topics for the 8 pilot schools (soon another 15 schools will be added), which is already a huge task.

About 10 years ago Mekong Plus trained the teachers for active pedagogy and health education. No more learning by heart, no priority on discipline and passive learning, at the expense of of participation of all. Team work and games, practical activities
. For 7-8 years it is no longer the Mekong Plus staff who provide the training in these fields, but the best teachers from each region themselves. The best teachers from Đức Linh for instance have trained their colleagues from the neighboring districts, and even in the far away Hậu Giang province. The role of Mekong Plus then changes: it is not training anymore but encouragement, monitoring, propose to innovate and improve further on certain aspects.
The inclusive education program was started only 18 months ago. One observes the first results with deep satisfaction! During a recent seminar in Hô Chí Minh City, which brought together experts and different NGOs working in Vietnam, the Mekong Plus team had the feeling it was on the right track and maybe even to be ahead regarding the implementation of many recommendations, this time in remote and poor regions.
2.6 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.

2.7 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.

Mekong-Quilts has again set up new records in sales during the last quarter with 20 quilts/day, 7 days per week. The net margin is about 30%, and Mekong-Quilts has thus become the largest funder of Mekong Plus, and by far (over 20% of the budget). For each euro in sales, half is going back to the villages. 25 cents for the quilters, and 25 to support the development programs which benefit the whole community. The rest covers the raw materials (fabrics), transport expenses, the fixed costs of the shops (salaries, rent etc.), coordination and training costs, taxes etc. In total there are thus 190 sustainable jobs for poor rural women who have on average doubled their family income. Another 30 jobs have been created at the production check, design and training, and at the different shops. This wonderful project has the capacity to create at least another 100 jobs in the near future.
There are numerous examples of success for this program are plenty. See for example our latest video: http://www.mekongplus.org/images/stories/videos/2009-12-27_hkk_after_eng.wmv. A very moving story.
An expansion and diversification plan is being explored:

1. New shops in the region, in relatively low cost countries (Thailand, Malaysia)

2. Direct sales, in countries with higher costs but where demand is strong (Singapore for one). A few customers have been so much excited by Mekong-Quilts that they have decided “one must do something!” They have obtained amazing results during the last few months, in Australia and Brunei. They have organized a meeting with friends, sold a stock they had asked Mekong-Quilts to send beforehand, took more orders. In Perth (Australia) Roz has thus sold over 1000$ in a few days (http://www.vietnam-quilts.org/Join-the-team/roz-from-perth.html). Linda in Brunei has sold for 7.720$ http://www.vietnam-quilts.org/Join-the-team/linsa.html)! We are looking for more people who would replicate these fantastic experiences.
3. More quilt products! The most recent one is a beautiful jacket, the demonstration product was sold at once. Of course there are many more possibilities.
4. Other products than quilts but which fit the same criteria which made the quilts a success. We are preparing the test for 4 totally different products during the next few months.

Quilt production in Cambodia and in Hàm Thuận Nam (3rd region to produce quilts in Vietnam) is off for a good start at last, although slower than we would like. Quality has become excellent but the speed of the quilters is still below standard, which affects their pay –the quilters are paid on a piece basis, plus a decreasing training incentive for the first few months. In Cambodia there is no electricity in the villages, the quilters have to stop early, while in Vietnam they tend to work much later sometimes.
One could always increase the piece rate but it would then be impossible to reduce it later. One cannot create difference between quilters groups, and even less between regions or different countries. Besides the quilters have an attractive income, well above average, and Mekong-Quilts wants to contribute to community development, therefore the gap between the quilters and the other villagers should be reasonable, all villagers should see how the quilters contribute to the development of the village. Besides, Mekong Plus is very short of funding, the profits from the Mekong-Quilts shops are really essential to pursue the development programs
.
Terre d’Oc suffers from the economic crisis but tries extremely hard to develop new products and maintain the jobs in our programs by maintaining a number of orders to keep the workshops busy. In times of economic crisis it is difficult to promote sustainable development which requires long term actions (at least half a dozen years) with a business in Europe and the profitability constraints. With Terre d’Oc there is a determination and commitment which allows quality work in Vietnam.
2.8 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.

2.9 Capacity building for the local partners

2 local NGO partners in Vietnam : Thiện Chí (which takes over the programs in Bình Thuân) and more recently Anh Dương (which will take over the programs in Hâu Giang).

3 Cambodia

Mekong Plus has 2 partners its own community development program in Rumdoul, and continues to support its 2 local partners, all in the province of Svay Riêng :

CFED : agriculture extension through farmers groups
PTEA : community organization to protect the forests.
Sokheng’s 
 team has grown : Borin is in charge of the quilters. Kosal, a young female courageous and joyful veterinary, becomes acquainted to the rough conditions of the region, so different from what she learned at school! We still have no one for the education and health programs. Mekong Plus does not have enough funds, although the needs are really severe, much more than in Vietnam.
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From the start it would have been tempting to start with the poorest of the poor, this is what the Khmer team wanted first. We had to stop them. Because to help in a sustainable manner we need concrete examples to show, which have been tested in their village and fellow peasants to talk about them and explain in their own words.

A Mekong Plus staff is limited to motivate poor farmers. It is better to identify dynamic farmers who are often less poor too, whom we help to test new techniques and to set up model farms and increase the profits of their farm. 25 of them have been identified and it is very exciting to see how keen they are to learn. A team of 3 of our specialists from Vietnam visited them: agronomist, veterinary and fish specialist, was really impressed by their enthusiasm. This is probably there is so little support available for them.
For each of the 25 farms (and this number is increasing), concrete proposals have been discussed and agreed upon, the peasants have chosen according to their priorities. Mekong Plus provides intensive technical support and a little financial incentive as well to encourage them to dare trying new ways and accept the risks. At harvest we will analyze the results with them, a village seminar will be organized, and the pioneer farmer will explain what he has done. A few of them will be recruited as village workers, to work part time with us. This is a well proven method in Vietnam which has allowed to multiply the actions at very low cost, while at the same time developing excellent human resources within the villages, which will remain even if Mekong Plus leaves.
CFED is a long term partner of Mekong Plus, like PTEA. CFED was in great trouble only 2 years ago, but thanks to the support from Mekong Plus it could improve its governance and today it is on its way to become one of the first Cambodian NGOs to be certified for good governance.
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CFED depends to more than 90% upon Mekong Plus for key items in its budget like salaries, which is not acceptable. We request CFED to diversify its funding otherwise our support will have to be reduced but during these times fund raising is very difficult and even more for items like salaries.
CFED has developed a good bamboo handicraft program which helps Mekong Plus to gain experience for its employment program. Employment in the region is extremely seasonal, during the rains the work in the field is everybody’s priority. Then during the dry season there is virtually no work for the males. Up to 90% households send their male members to Phnom Penh or other provinces for work. Mekong Plus wants to reconcile local agriculture development with the profitability of the social enterprise Mekong-Quilts: the customers cannot wait till the end of the rains!
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PTEA has undergone an audit which has revealed a few problems: the board did not meet as is required, assets have been sold without proper records, the accounting system is not consolidated but split by donor, this not providing a comprehensive picture to the board and the donors. Mekong Plus is discussing with PTEA about ways to reduce these problems.

4 Belgium

4.1 24 heures vélo de Louvain-la-Neuve
Mekong Plus did participate again this year thanks to the « chemistry kot » (shared house by a group of students at the university). We ranked 13th and raised a lot of sympathy!

4.2 Mercedes House !
A daring move : on the 27th November, exhibition at this place of prestige, in the Sablon quarters (Brussels). Prestige yes, but also a clear image of luxury and “consumer society”: does this fit well with Mekong Plus? Since its inception, Mekong Plus has promoted the idea of reaching all publics, to exclude no one. And certainly not to exclude the section of people in society who seem the less sympathetic to the cause. Thus our slogan: “Development only works when everyone is involved”. 
This bet has been a total success: 150 people attended. The artist and friend Alain BERT produced his artworks to support the event (see http://www.mekongplus.org/lang-fr/in-belgium/147-27-11-2009-exposition-alain-bert). The new film “Mekong Plus, 15 years of community development” (only in French) has been presented (http://www.mekongplus.org/lang-fr/videos/149-mekong-plus-15-ans-de-developpement-communautaire-le-film) and has been widely acclaimed. 
4.3 Reflection: what future, what resources
The next day a group of key financial partners of Mekong Plus met for a reflection about the future. Mekong Plus has minimal overheads (in total 1,5 European employee for a total budget of 1,5 million €) but to pursue growth with such limited resources has become impossible. One solution is to enlarge the number of sympathizers and members so as to include new people who help us to find additional financial resources. Results should be known during the 1st quarter 2010.
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Canto General : Crisis ? Mekong Plus debout ! 
Mekong Plus has an ambitious program in 2010 to reach a much larger audience through cultural events; this should also generate more donations to support the programs in Cambodia and Vietnam. Many have already joined to support the program. To fund this substantial budget we appeal to sponsors and investors, so that donations aimed at supporting the field programs would not be used for different purposes from the intentions of the donors. Mekong Plus has an astonishing financial performance record for similar events in the past –although much smaller. The net return on investment has always been over 100%. See http://www.mekongplus.org/lang-fr/in-belgium/148-2010-canto-general 
4.5 A new brochure
This brochure is the fruit of a good collaboration, at no cost, with a Swiss foundation named Gloria Mundi (http://www.fondationgloriamundi.org/).  We now have a beautiful new tool. It is available as hard copy and as soft copy from the website.
Bernard KERVYN, 30-Jan-10
� VSO: Voluntary Services Overseas, a British organization which provides volunteers; it has specialized in the field of disability and inclusive education.


� At the start the relationship between expatriates –even without a salary, and locals is often biased. Foreigners are of course supposed to have connections with the funders, even informally. Their level of education and their wide culture impress people who have not travelled abroad and who do not master foreign languages. The Asian courtesy and politeness often make a frank and spontaneous dialogue where each can say what she/he really thinks quite difficult. The foreign volunteers at Mekong-Quilts (for instance) have often had a role beyond one would expect. Recently the cadres of Mekong Plus have shown they could assert their views in a more professional manner, by interrupting a contract. When can afford to say no, the partnership also becomes more meaningful.


� Traditional pedagogy in Vietnam reflects also the values in society: traditions, respect for the people with a high education, strict discipline, and ideas in conformity with the communist party ideology. The official education policy evolves over time, and promotes today the participation of the pupils as well as modern teaching methods, but their application is progressive and takes time, it varies also considerably between regions.


� In Long Mỹ the Mekong Plus staff in charge of monitoring the quilt program (among many other things), earns sometimes less than the quilters’ group leaders who may earn up to 400 €/month during the peak season! Although she holds a university degree.


� Sokheng is an aggregate in agronomy from the university of Thu Duc (Hô Chí Minh city). He is fluent in English as well as in Vietnamese, like 2 of his colleagues in the team. He can therefore develop excellent collaborations with the Mekong Plus team in Vietnam. The Vietnamese do not speak Khmer and are generally poorer in English as well.
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