1.8.4. Approaches to a Wetlands Communication and Advocacy Strategy 

An integrated approach for external communication

The Wetlands project has an integrated agenda of activities to protect the biodiversity of the Mekong River in order to reduce poverty and secure the natural resource base for local livelihoods. Communications must therefore also be integrated and streamlined in each output for maximum impact. Communications will take on challenges of functioning both regionally and nationally, involving many different actors with different cultural and socio-economic backgrounds from four countries. Communications must have a holistic view on wetlands, considering economic, political and social factors. Assessments have already been made showing a huge need for information and communications on issues regarding conservation, biodiversity and sustainability of wetlands from different perspectives.

The external communications approach for the project is based on the understanding that effective communications will rely on the synergistic use of three strategic components: 
· Mobilization, to engage and ensure participation of networks of experts, NGOs, civil society and media throughout the region.

· Advocacy, to ensure resources and political/social leadership commitment at all levels, regionally and nationally.

· Behavior change communication, to promote new and sustainable behaviors: for improved knowledge, attitudes and practices and participation of individuals, families and communities in the four demonstration sites.
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Mobilization through knowledge networks for sustainable information, and research 
On of the major aims of the project for effective and sustainable conservation of wetlands is to generate and share information on which to base wetland policy, planning and management decision. Two regional networks, the Species Specialist Network and the Sites Network, will therefore be established to identify and promulgate successful approaches to the management of all the aspects of wetlands in the region. The networks will be knowledge networks: consisting of groups of experts working together on a common concern, strengthening each other’s research and communications capacity, sharing knowledge bases and developing solutions that meet the needs of both decision-makers and resource users.

The networks will be the main vehicles for gathering and disseminating information and research in all of the outputs, and a major resource for training activities and capacity building. The networks will therefore be vital to all communication aspects in the program. To make the networks effective, networks strategies as well as work plans should be established in the initial phase of the project. Part of the strategies should include an analysis of already established networks, both formal and informal: to look for synergy effects, and avoid overlaps. The strategies should also consider the following principles:

· The knowledge networks are purpose driven and should focus around wetland issues. The more narrow the focus, the more influential a network becomes. Although the issue is focused the network’s research should be trans-disciplinary, always keeping in mind the sustainable development framework of wetlands in terms of environment, economics, and social considerations, providing a holistic approach.

· The knowledge networks should be working networks. One of the greatest challenges in setting up and running a network is moving the participants beyond basic information exchange to actually working together on solutions. As part of creating work plans for the network, the members should focus on how the results of the network’s research will be used. The work plans should include strategies for the application of the research: How will the research be linked to the public policy process on wetlands issues? How will those outside the network put the process developed by the network into sustainable practice for resource users?

· The knowledge networks are built on expertise, not just interest alone. The identification and selection of members is one of the most important tasks of the wetland networks. The reputation of the network, and the level of influence it will have, will be based on the expertise and credibility of the members. 

· The knowledge networks are cross-sectoral. Wetlands issues are complex, involving many sectors. By making the networks cross-sectoral the coordination between sectors approaches to wetland planning at national and regional level will be improved.

· Knowledge networks must develop and strengthen capacity in all members. Strengthening capacity of its members is critical to the knowledge network. Consideration for training and capacity development, field visits, exchange visits among the Mekong countries etc should be part of a network strategy. 

· Knowledge networks are communications networks. This final principle underpins all the others. The knowledge created and aggregated by the network must be shared beyond the network members, generating information on which to base wetlands policies, planning and management decisions. Mechanisms must be put in place from the beginning to reach both decision-makers and resources users within the Wetlands project, as well as the public, with tools such as a website, newsletters and other prints, training, through media etc. 
· Knowledge networks need to be managed. An important step in managing a knowledge network is the creation of a private, closed “extranet or intranet” to link the network members. The extranet provides a common “office” for the network: members can post network documents and progress on research and conference electronically with other network members. Other solutions must be considered for network members working on local levels without access to websites etc, such as regular forums, dissemination of newsletters etc.

Advocacy for commitment to sustainable policies

An important part of the Wetlands project is to strengthen the policy frameworks and economic environment for wetland biodiversity conservation and sustainable use. By taking on a strategic and result-oriented approach in the shape of advocacy, the project aims at getting the support required for policy changes from decision makers and planners on all levels.

Advocacy can be defined as actively supporting a cause, and trying to get others to support it as well.. Advocacy is speaking up, drawing attention to an important issue and directing decision makers towards a solution. The purpose of advocacy is to promote or reinforce a change in policy, program or legislation, rather than providing support directly to clients or users of services. 

The people who are most often the target of the advocacy efforts are various decision-makers, policy-makers, opinion leader, and religious leaders, gatekeepers (people who control access to key resources such as the media), and influential persons among others.

Advocacy involves identifying partners, forming allies, building constituents, rallying support, mobilizing public opinion, lobbying support of decision makers, enlisting support of beneficiaries and addressing the concerns of adversaries. Advocacy relies on the cooperation of media practitioners, interpersonal communication, and other information, education, and communication channels such as workshops and technical seminars for capacity building.

Each output of the Wetlands project has a huge advocacy component such as advocacy for conservation principles, laws and regulations to facilitate the Ramsar application, endorsement of National Wetland Actions Plans, support for sustainable use of resources, allocations for increased human and technical resources for wetland conservation etc. 

Each output will therefore require its own advocacy strategy and action plan in terms of issues, stakeholders, objectives, messages, approaches and materials to maximize the result. Advocacy is aimed at decision-makers on all levels, and will thereby engage institutions and public involvement on regional, national and local levels. The knowledge networks will play a major role in providing information on issues and stakeholders, offering technical training, and to ensure continuing interaction between key players in respectively Mekong country. 

Behavior change communication for sustainable practices

To create alternative options for sustainable natural resource use by local communities, integrated planning and equitable community-based natural resource management will be implemented at four demonstration sites. The four sites (Stoeng Treng Ramsar site, Cambodia; Attapeu Province, Loa PDR; Lower Songkhram Basin, Thailand; and Plain of Reeds, Vietnam) have been selected by the national Governments, and each sites represents one of the four key wetland ecosystems representative of the Lower Mekong Basin as a whole. Communications and capacity building will be part of targeted campaigns aiming at behaviour changes for more sustainable practices to secure livelihoods and eradicate poverty among the resource users and communities. 

If the goal for advocacy is to get support among decision makers for new policies etc, the goals of behaviour change communication are to change attitudes, beliefs, values and behaviour of individuals or groups of individuals around an issue. In the case of wetlands behaviour change could for example mean changing habits towards more sustainable ways of catching fish.

Working with behaviour change communication includes thorough analysis of the different conditions for the communities to establish the barriers to behaviour change. Problem analysis may include underlying causes such as lack of government policies and 
ractices to sustainable use, but also basic causes due to sociocultural, political and economic factors, as well as attitudes and beliefs. The Wetlands Programme will undertake a number of assessments, surveys and participatory consultations etc in the communities to establish the barriers, and create alternative options for sustainable natural resource use.

Based on these analyses IEC, (Information, Education and Communication), interventions will be planned for each appropriate output. Messages should reinforce positive factors, address misunderstandings and attitudes, urge specific actions and give the benefits of behaviours being promoted towards community based management techniques, changes to more sustainable uses of wetland resources, awareness around endangered species, respect for conservation of wetlands etc.

IEC interventions may be multidisciplinary, drawing from different sources such as mass communications through media, edutainment, non-formal knowledge or traditional knowledge, printed materials etc., and involve community councils and groups, women’s organizations, and NGO’s, with the aim of establishing strong networks of resource users in the communities.

The four countries in the Mekong region have different socio-economic, political and cultural contexts. Communication strategies based on behaviour change will have to be adjusted for each country. The national specialists in the Sites Network will be part of any communication and capacity building effort in the communities. Parallel with these activities there will be on-going advocacy efforts on local and national levels to get support for policies and guidelines that can support the actions being promoted in the communities.

Sustainable partnership with media

When working with mobilization, advocacy and behaviour change communication, media can become a constructive partner. Media can shape opinions and can influence policies and are strong in creating a general awareness, increase information and give basic facts. Media is also good at giving information a sense of importance and legitimacy, and reaches many people at the same time. A media campaign can also create a bandwagon effect that can encourage and pressure people to join in. On the other hand, media is weak in providing detailed explanations and often lacks deeper knowledge around an issue. 

The working conditions for media are very different in the four Mekong countries involved in the Wetlands project, so are the capacities of the journalists. Any strategy involving media must take this into account, as well as the literacy levels and access to media among the audiences in Thailand, Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. 

Media activities are often described as “ effective use of the media” etc. The Wetlands project should build partnership and two-way communication with media, rather than just seeing media as a tool for dissemination purposes. The project must influence and work with media, which is a long-term commitment and requires awareness-building activities to achieve any results, as the knowledge around conservation and sustainable use of wetlands probably is quite low among regional journalists.  By having a two-way communication with media, it is also clear that the Wetland project puts itself in the position where it offers not only information, but also looks at the needs of media. 

The Wetlands project should offer orientation seminars, in-country site visits, arranging interviews with high profile people and provide links to networks and key people. By regularly disseminate up-to-date information/data a closer relation with media can be established and thereby a way for media to become a partner in advocating for more sustainable policies or pushing for alternative options for livelihood among communities.

Communications and capacity building for sustainable implementation

All through the Wetlands project communications and training will be synchronized and planned together to reinforce the implementation of the activities. By taking on this approach, the project aims at improving the human and technical capacity of staff from relevant agencies and organization, but also of resource users in the demonstration sites.

Capacity building forms a substantial part in mobilizing networks and partners, advocacy interventions as well as behaviour change communications. Members of networks need to build their capacity to be more effective and thereby be a training resource themselves, NGO’s may benefit from increased specialized knowledge to function as a partner. Technical training seminars or workshops being part of an advocacy campaign can increase awareness and thus be part of a process leading to commitments among decision makers. In the communities in the four demonstration sites training together with communications can promote benefits of changes and at the same time improve skills and thereby reduce obstacles to change and also provide the environmental support needed.

A training needs assessment has been undertaken in the four Mekong countries confirming the need to integrate training and communications on all levels of the Wetlands project.
 The training approaches in the assessment coincide with the approaches of communications: to be action and result-oriented, participatory and adjusted to the local context and level of intervention. 

Internal communications for sustainable flow of information within the project

The Mekong Wetlands project will involve three major partners, IUCN, MRC and UNDP. It will also involve government partners on regional, national and local levels, as well as cooperation with international and local NGO’s. Internal communications will ensure effective information flow both vertically, between the information sites, national and the regional levels, and horizontally, between the countries. A solid analysis of how to make the internal communications as effective and smooth as possible should be done in the initial phase of the project. Based on that analysis, institutional mechanisms should be implemented to promote and support internal communications. Potential mechanisms could be a project website, an information database, an internal newsletter etc.

The project should promote a culture whereby all parties involved increasingly think of themselves, as “communicators”, sharing information, existing networks and channels, making all resources work in the same direction towards the project goals. Strong internal communications will be critical for the success of the external communications, whether they include mobilization of partners and networks, advocacy or behaviour change communication.

Integrated communications planning 

Integrated communications activities require integrated planning to reach the synergy effects of the different components. Due to the size of the Wetlands project each output will require a separate communications strategy, and plan on a more detailed level, considering whatever needs there are for mobilization of partners, advocacy, behaviour change communication, media interventions, and training. The timing may vary to orchestrate the different activities. The important aspect is to know how activities affect one another and how they can reinforce one another to achieve better results.

There is a need for strategies and plans on different levels. A regional communications strategy should have the aim of promoting and coordinating activities between the four Mekong countries, while national communications strategies should include national, provincial and local levels, to strengthen the national approach and capacity. 

The communications planning process lay the groundwork for long-term communications commitments. It recognizes that communications are process-oriented, starting with assessments and analyses, leading into a strategy plan. The next step includes choices of activities and communication channels. The last step in the preparations before action is to decide on materials and messages. All activities must be evaluated, monitored and assessed. By bringing in this knowledge and experience in the continuing process of communications, the framework will become a learning framework and thereby also a more sustainable way of working. As the project evolves, the planning process may as a result expand to include new approaches to communications within the Mekong Wetlands project.


[image: image2.wmf]s

Problem Analysis/Statement

s

Behaviour Analysis

s

Participant Analysis

s

Communication Channel Analysis

s

Communication Objectives

s

Evaluation Indicators

A

ssessment

A

ssessment

s

Mobilization of networks,   

partners

s

Advocacy

s

Behaviour Change

Communication

s

Integration of

trainng 

s

Strategies/Activities

s

Partners/Roles

s

Channels

s

Approach, Appeal, Tone

C

ommunication

A

nalysis

C

ommunication

A

nalysis

D

esign

D

esign

A

ction

A

ction

Strategy Plan

Select/Determine

s

Message & Material development

s

Materials Dissemination & Training plan

s

Monitoring

& Evaluation plan

s

Plan of Action

Evaluation

s

Situation Report

s

Implement Plan

Communications

Planning Process

Internal 

Communications

Internal 

Communications


The Communications team will consist of the Regional Program Manager for Communications and coordination together with National Communications Officers and Sites Communications Officer in each of the four Mekong countries. The Communications team will work closely with the Training team as well as with the Network Manager, who will be in charge of the two regional networks, the project website and the data base.

� Nick Innes-Taylor, Conclusions and recommendations of an institutional assessment of the IUCN/UNDP-GEF project at provincial and district levels in Cambodia, Laos and Thailand


� RECOFTC, Training Needs Assessment for IUCN/GEF Mekong Wetlands Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable Use Project
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