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· Highlights
· Anh Dương collects new successes: more funding and invitations
· Health education in the kindergarten

· Papier mâché to follow the success of the quilts

· The challenge of Canto General

1 Vietnam
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. 
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The 2 teams of Thiện Chí and Anh Dương have scored good results by raising funds directly, without Mekong Plus. This is an essential development towards more independence and thus a real partnership with Mekong Plus. Trinh, in charge of fund raising at Anh Dương has even been invited by one of the funders, to visit the USA for 3 weeks. This will undoubtedly make her more confident and help her establish new contacts. One more good news has arrived: Anh Dương has been preselected by the World Bank in Hà-Nôi, for a competition on innovative project for the environment.
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Anh Dương is appreciated by the local authorities: it has received the usufruct of a large building for its office and team, very well located. Thiện Chí on the other hand has moved to be closer to the villages and closer to the Hàm Thuận Nam team.
The 2 NGOs have set a goal to reinforce their board, as they are still not enough involved and competent to have a significant impact on their organization.

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. 3 programs: women’s groups for saving and credit. Microcredit to extremely poor households. Microcredit for small entrepreneurs who generate significant employment locally.
The microcredit program for the very poor is so extremely important –it aims at reducing deep poverty; it is also a great success at the same time. As of today, 3624 households have an ongoing microcredit. About 20% are for crops, 30% for raising livestock, 10% for petty trade, and 40% for several activities together. It is really when a household develops several activities in parallel that its condition can improve, as it becomes less vulnerable to a sudden fall in market prices, an epidemic, heavy rains etc.
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For the first microcredit the choice of the investment is the outcome of a long exchange, very open, between the family head and the Mekong Plus team. Sometimes the family will be reluctant for a certain activity, which seems the most reasonable and attractive however. This may be due to a failure in the past, there is a psychological barrier which one must respect. For the 2nd loan, and in any case for the 3rd, Mekong Plus insists for diversifying the investments and activities.
Each time a training is given, which includes at least how to keep proper records on costs and sales, profits. For crops and livestock specific training is always provided and a follow-up on each farm ensured, several times per month. This gives excellent results: on average (calculated over more than 5000 cases) incomes increase by 25% per year and a specific household usually gets out of poverty after 3 to 5 years. Repeated failures are rare and not more than 2%.
For a few months already we have charged a small interest rate (equivalent to the bank rate, approximately 10%) for all loans of the 6th cycle or more, that is after about 3 years of support (each loan lasts for about 5 months). After a few cycles incomes have increased and it is good that the borrowers become used, step by step, to the normal credit conditions.
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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There is a well known growing interest for organic products (free of any chemical) but the conditions offered to the peasants are rarely attractive in the short term. Mekong Plus puts the small farmers first and looks for ways to increase their benefits. What is so important is to reduce the financial risks and thus to ensure they will get a god price for their crop.
One clear example: the cashew nuts. Traditional planters get about 800 kilos/hectare, but with modern techniques one can have a yield of 3 tons, with moderate production costs. The market price for organic nuts is just about 20% higher only. Clearly this is not good enough for the small farmer, compared to what he can get with modern cultivation techniques, which do not exclude chemicals but limit them to the minimum. Furthermore a transition period of 3 years (without chemicals) is needed to be certified organic and thus get the higher price.
There are many administrative complications to be certified, and then to keep the certifications, and the costs involved are beyond the reach of many. Mekong Plus prefers to promote the GAP, the Good Agricultural Practices. Toxic and dangerous products are excluded. The use of chemicals is limited to the minimum and compost is preferred. The economic benefits for the farmer are well taken into account, so that he gets the best possible deal.

The season for the coffee planters has begun. 2 trainings have been given, to Kinh (Viet) farmers and to ethnic minorities. One aims at a 15% increase in the profits for the planters.

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. 

Launched upon the request of the villagers, our partners and the local authorities, more than 6 years ago, this program has covered more than 7000 households in total, often with microcredits, a scholarship etc. But microcredits are not always a solution: sometimes the people are too old, or too sick to be able to work and make the investment profitable. Mekong Plus is also short of funds, and is not able to give loans to everyone. At last the Mekong Plus teams have a heavy workload and loans are only given when a proper follow up can be done.

On average every day 3 households get out of the list of the very poor. But we do a follow-up for at least another 2 years to make sure they will not fall back into poverty.

1.4 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.

The health education program in the primary schools covers all schools (approximately 49.000 children, 3000 teachers). Its cost is extremely low as it is borne essentially by the schools and by the parents, who buy the tooth brushes, the deworming tablets etc. Every week all the children brush their teeth on the school playground, and we observe constant progress in their oral health.
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For several years we have wanted to extend it to the kindergarten as well. It has been postponed many times because the officials are too busy, like the teachers. The training has now started (in Đức Linh 227 teachers have been trained!) but limited to the dental part only and for a small number of schools, because we lack the funds. This is a pity as some costs fixed and become thus more important in a smaller program. But the option of starting now is better than to postpone one more time. We expect the impact on the children’s health, and on their family (because everyone is so interested to know what the youngest children do at school!) to be even more important than for the primary schools.

But not all children attend kindergarten, which are expensive especially for the poor and in the remote villages. Only about half the children attend kindergarten. 
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The inclusive education program –which aims at good adaptation of the schools so that handicapped children could join and develop for the best of their potential, continues to progress with the good technical support from Maarten (Dutch volunteer). in particular the “Happy rooms” are more and more appreciated and better used. In Long Bình (Mekong delta) a grand father drives a little girl severely paralyzed, down to another school which has a “Happy room”, 3 km away two times a week: her school does not have one. She can then enjoy the games and play with the other children to better develop her social skills.
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To keep costs as low as possible, the teachers are trained to make their own tools and games. They become more and more skilled at this. All “Happy rooms” have now their own mini theatre. New tools have been created to teach maths for instance. It is very encouraging to observe the good level of the Đức Linh has now been reached also by the other teams.
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The eye sight screening program requires more training for the medical staff. The number of children identified with poor sight is really too low to be credible. For instance in the larger towns about 15% children of middle or high income classes have glasses, so why should only 3-4% rural children need glasses? But after the training of the medical team, the proportion is much higher.

1.5 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.

1.6 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 is confronted with the question of how to manage its success and growth. There are problems which are more unpleasant to resolve! But it is so important not to break this marvelous project and not to discourage any staff by moving too fast.

In the villages so many people want to join the quilters groups. The program directors (4 in Vietnam, 1 in Cambodia, all covering a district of 100 to 200.000 people) all have good arguments to show their region should receive the priority to create more jobs! It is a very sound debate inside Mekong Plus and with the team of Mekong-Quilts. One must reconcile community development (Mekong Plus) with the good management of a social enterprise (Mekong-Quilts). The latter could prefer to have fewer groups, and that they should be concentrated in a small number of villages for instance.
The 4 shops sell well and even are sometimes short of quilts! At the same time one must develop the capacity of experienced quilters to train more new quilters and to develop the quality control group. The growth of Mekong-Quilts is limited at this level today.

How to multiply this successful project? Mekong Plus has reflected with a few people about new products which could be suitable. If the quilts have been so successful it is for several reasons:

1. They require a lot of labor, and labor is very abundant in the villages where Mekong Plus operates. But training is needed, the people must be properly managed, one must resolve the many conflicts… For all this Mekong Plus has a good experience and is in a strong position.

2. Quilts require a long careful training. To reach a high quality is very difficult and quality control is a constant challenge. It is thus difficult to imitate Mekong-Quilts!

3. Who buys the quilts? Expatriates for 90%. So an international NGO has a clear advantage against local traders. Mekong-Quilts benefits from the precious help of expatriate volunteers.

4. Finally the profit margin on the quilts is comfortable, this allows us to dare to open many shops and in the best quarters, while still generating substantial profits to fund the Mekong Plus programs.
[image: image15.jpg]


One counter-example: in 2005 we won a contest organized by the World Bank about innovative environmental programs. The recycling of plastic bags is a not a complicated technique, and it is well known in Vietnam. The profit margin is very thin. The clients are Vietnamese. In a very short time our program was imitated by local small entrepreneurs, more efficient, faster and cheaper than us.

Paper mâché seems to be a promising product. 7 women have been trained, a few products have been tested in the Mekong-Quilts shops, the profit margin is excellent… We thus decide to develop the product range, to double production, we may soon rent a new shop… 

(see the press release: http://www.pr.com/press-release/222193).
More products are studied like water hyacinth, crochet, tapestry etc. Always with the same 2 goals: create sustainable employment and generate profits to fund the Mekong Plus programs (Mekong Plus is very much short of funds).

Terre d’Oc is always trying its best to imagine new products which would fit well with the Mekong Plus objectives. 2 cadres of Terre d’Oc will be with us in Vietnam in April.
1.7 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.

With a new recycling site in Tánh Linh, the production capacity for compost has increased to 100 tons per year, which is still very little compared to the needs. One estimates the present market at 2000 tons but the ultimate potential is more than 18 times bigger. One must try to combine the production of adequate compost at a reasonable cost. It is a paradox that in rural areas the waste has a much lower proportion of organic waste –probably because the farmers use much of the organic waste on their farm already for feeding the pigs, for their production of compost etc.  As a result the sorting of waste and its recycling are much more expensive. Besides in urban areas the local authorities are ready to pay the price to enterprises which can get rid of their huge waste, but in the rural areas there is no money for this.
2 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.
Borin is in charge of the production of quilts and of papier mâché. She is a very busy person and must learn a lot at the same time. The women are paid on a piece rate basis and how to calculate a fair rate is very complicated. The rate for the papier mâché must be balanced with the rate for the quilts. The working conditions in Cambodia and in Vietnam are quite different: the latter enjoy the support of experienced teams, they have the experience of many years of quilt production, they have electricity and so can work at home next to the children in the evening as well… under a refreshing fan!
2 times per month one agronomist and one veterinarian from the Vietnam programs go to Rumdoul to support the Cambodian team. There are 30 pilot farms today which work with Mekong Plus and some have really succeeded very well with their vegetable garden. Village seminars are then organized to propagate the new techniques by using the farmer to farmer approach.
Veachy has taken charge of the latrine program. Close to nobody has a clean latrine and hygiene is extremely poor. Veachy proposes a simple but very clean latrine for 22 €, of which 1/3 is supported by beneficiary household. Following our Vietnam experience we were skeptical this program could meet sufficient interest from the villagers., but in fact quite the contrary, they are many who want to join!

3 France and Belgium

3.1 20 km of Brussels
With the sponsorship of Buromarket, Mekong Plus will have a big team this year: 177 official runners. To register this big team has been quite an experience on the electronic server of the 20km because the number of runners is limited and the success growing every year (30.000 people maximum). The registration took many hours in the middle of the night, by 5 volunteers, with the leadership of Jean-Marie. Thanks to the support of our sponsor this event should fund enough to pay for another 550 scholarships!

A conference for almost 250 college students in Louvain-la-Neuve has explained why Mekong Plus was joining, with the support of Joel Kremer, an experienced marathonian and sympathizer of Mekong Plus. A young boy of 11 years and a half: “I have registered for the 20km and I have raised 120 €, how I do now for the scholarships?”

3.2 Rehearsals for the Canto General
Warm and enthusiastic welcome by the 120 artists who were rehearsing in Louvain-la-Neuve, in preparation of the series of concerts planned for the end of the year: Mekong Plus has explained the importance of the concerts to mobilize more people for solidarity –a public of more than 10.000 people is the ambitious target for this program! The media have already provided an impressive coverage. Each concert should enable Mekong Plus to help 250 families out of poverty. This is the most ambitious project ever by Mekong Plus in Europe, and it requires that everybody should mobilize new energies. Namely for finding new sponsors and for the presales of tickets.
Because we did not want to use the funds from donations aimed at the projects in Vietnam and Cambodia, Mekong Plus has invited investors to provide capital. All events realized by Mekong Plus till today have generated 100% net profits. Among the most recent partners who have joined the project: RTL, which will give an immense visibility to the whole project, and this will encourage more sponsors and investors to provide their support. Economic crisis? Of course, yes, but we refuse to sit and wait, we must continue to fight as well as we can.
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3.3 The board of Mekong Plus Belgium

Severl sympathizers and important financial partners of Mekong Plus have decided to become members of the NGO and some have been elected as board members. The goal is clearly to find adequate resources so that Mekong Plus could continue to grow like during the few previous years. The total budget for 2010 is more than 1 million €, even after the severe budget cuts due to insufficient funding. 
3.4 Captain Fracasse on board of Viêt Nam Plus!
We know Paris is a busy and competitive place for cultural events. Yet the French branch of Viêt Nam Plus has managed to organize a theatre show at virtually no cost. More visibility, more sympathizers and donations for Viêt Nam Plus.

Bernard KERVYN, 14/4/2010
Trinh accumulates the successes to reinforce Anh Dương  as a local NGO





Before, and after…





Before we would never see a child with glasses, and one would say “they are fit for going to school”…





The Vietnamese farmers are well known for using too many chemicals
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