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1.8.6 Programme Sustainability

The sustainability of the programme is inherently tied to the uptake and incorporation of the outcomes into the institutions that influence and control the wetland resources of the Lower Mekong River Basin.  Thus throughout the design and implementation of programme activities, attention will need to be paid to engaging from the outset these institutions.  

The aim of this annex to is provide a brief overview of the current scenario and the mechanisms planned to ensure sustainability during and beyond the lifetime of the project. Some of the main risks associated with the project are also outlined. 

These are presented in 2 phases – (1) During the lifetime of the project and (2) Beyond the project lifetime. 

DURING PROGRAMME LIFETIME

1. Sustainability 

Positive indications for the sustainability of the programme are: 

· The programme has been ratified by GEF focal points in all four countries. Cambodia, Lao PDR and Vietnam have ratified the Convention on Biological Diversity, and Thailand ratification is imminent.

· The programme has been endorsed by the MRCS, which represents the views of the four governments.  MRCS will take an active role in the equal implementation of the programme through a tripartite agreement between UNDP, IUCN and MRCS.

· IUCN – The World Conservation Union has been the principal partner involved with development of the programme and its Asia Regional Office will continue to take an active role in the implementation of the programme through a tripartite agreement between UNDP, IUCN and MRCS.  The IUCN ARO is a regional institution with an ongoing commitment to its members and partners throughout SE Asia. All four countries§ are State Members of IUCN. IUCN’s Commission network of specialists will be used for technical assistance.  

· The programme will be implemented with involvement of the Ramsar Convention Bureau. Three of the four countries have ratified the Ramsar Convention.

· Various international NGOs working on wetlands in the region have offered associated financial support and a number of others have pledged support with the implementation of aspects of the programme.  These include CARE in Vietnam, the International Crane Foundation, TRAFFIC, Wetlands International, Wildlife Conservation Society, World Fish Centre and WWF.

· National programme offices will be located within the Government agencies responsible for wetland conservation and project interventions will be integrated into the “normal” programme of these agencies.

Targeting institutions as users and definers of the programme outcomes

Throughout the identification, design and implementation of programme activities, attention is on these country government institutions and users as project proponents at all levels - provincial, national and regional - via their involvement as Steering Committee members, National Programme Directors, and Provincial Wetland Project Co-Managers.  

2. Risks and risk management

The programme risks and their significance, as well as the ways in which the programme aims to counter these risks are outlined below.

Collaboration between four nations is never easy.  The existence of the MRC demonstrates that the countries of the Lower Mekong Basin are willing and able to work together, but whether this can be extended successfully into regional action on this programme remains to be seen.  The necessary political will to implement this programme effectively, particularly those activities requiring regional collaboration, is therefore a medium risk.  The programme will overcome this by facilitating cross-border dialogue, e.g. through the networks established to work on tasks such as Biodiversity Action Plans, and Species Conservation Action Plans.  Furthermore, the involvement of the MRC as an equal implementing agency in the project creates the situation whereby the government agencies involved in the programme are ones responsible for natural resource issues necessitating trans-boundary cooperation 

The People’s Republic of China is not party to the MRC and, while dialogue and the sharing of information have been started through dialogues with MRC, the PRC has no obligations to consult the countries of the Lower Mekong.  The PRC is also not a participant of this programme, and yet its involvement is crucial to the programme’s success since the downstream consequences of upstream activities can be extremely significant. Upstream activities may represent a high risk to the programme’s effectiveness. Through support to the existing MRC processes and IUCN regional initiatives, the programme team will try to encourage consultation and co-operation with the PRC and the authorities in Yunnan Province. IUCN is also developing a similar wetlands project on the Mekong in Yunnan. PRC is a state member of IUCN.

Construction of proposed dams for hydropower and irrigation would alter the hydrological regime at a number of the demonstration sites (in order Xe Kong Plain,Attapeu, Lao PDR; Songkhram River Basin, Thailand; and Stoeng Treng, Cambodia) to such a degree that a high level of significant global biodiversity would be lost as a result.  This represents a high risk for the programme.  However, since dams are one of the major threats to wetland biodiversity throughout the Lower Mekong Basin, many of the programme outputs have been designed to address this issue. For example, one of the major MRC components will consider environmental flows in order to establish and get agreement on the flows necessary to maintain ecosystem functions. As a complementary activity, IUCN has been and will continue to advocate for the use of the principles and guidelines embodied in the World Commission on Dams.

The rate of depletion of natural resources in Cambodia, Lao PDR and Vietnam is extremely high, as highlighted by recent NGO reports.  There is an unquantified risk that some of the threatened flagship species may be extinct or that some of the critical wetland ecosystems will have disappeared by the time this programme is initiated.  Therefore, it is important to speed up as far as possible the administrative process for programme approval and implementation arrangements.  This urgency will be stressed throughout implementation of the programme, especially when interacting with senior decision-makers, for which specific activities have been included.

The pool of English-speaking Government staff who can be trained to become wetland managers is limited in all four countries.  There is a medium risk that the programme cannot find the right persons to take on the Government counterpart roles.  The programme will use native speaking trainers to provide the training in an attempt to reduce this risk as far as possible. The Government partners will be requested to appoint additional personnel.

The absorption capacity of some of the counterpart institutions is limited in all four countries.  There is a medium risk that the Governments are not able to deal with the advice and support from the project team.  The Government partners will be encouraged to appoint additional personnel in order to minimise this risk.  However, the programme’s training orientation - throughout all activities, from the assessments and development of management plans of Phase A, through the implementation of management mechanisms and supporting sustainable livelihood approaches in Phase B - is meant to help grow the ability of government at different levels to contribute to, as well as to absorb, the technical output from the programme.  This focus on capacity expansion extends as well to monitoring and evaluation ability within the government partners.  

Where acceptance, adoption, and absorption of new skills and knowledge is not progressing, as indicated by the Monitoring and Evaluation System (see below), then programme structure enables it to place more emphasis on those critical areas which are in need of further support relative to the results and outcomes intended.

3. Monitoring and Evaluating to Contribute to Results

In order to confront many of the risks noted above, the programme has an integrated Monitoring and Evaluation System (Annex 1.6) that is incorporated throughout all levels.  It monitors not only project outputs, but more importantly, progress toward achieving project outcomes.  This review is targeted across all levels, site, national, and regional.  And the information from this assessment of progress is fed back into the annual work planning efforts of the programme.  The integrated nature of the programme is also reflected in the design of the Monitoring and Evaluation System and how it cycles its information back into programme planning.  The effectiveness of one component activity may also rely on the outcomes of another activity.  This is reflected in assessing the effectiveness of this first activity, and planning for the next year (and for Phase B while the programme is in Phase A).

The programme's structure of multi-scale decision-making units lends it flexibility necessary for adaptive management, which is informed by the feedback of the Monitoring and Evaluations System.  Also, the programme's multiple phases - for investigating and establishing an enabling environment and then to develop interventions - more readily allows course directions to be incorporated whereas a single phase structure would inadequately accommodate potential surprises arising in Phase A.

The Monitoring and Evaluations System also highlights how government ownership is supported by the programme's explicit emphasis capacity building in planning, monitoring, reflection, and adaptation.  Site and national level government actively engaged in programme planning strengthens the basis for long-term changes being achieved in human well-being and ecosystem condition.  

Scale-up

The interlinked multi-scale nature of the programme provides a conduit within which information on site-level impacts (on wetlands and the resource users) of national policies related to wetlands can be directly channeled to the national authorities.  The Monitoring and Evaluations Systems provide the setting for illuminating the vertical uptake of site level information and results into both site and national level decision-making activities.

BEYOND PROJECT LIFETIME

The issue of sustainability of the initiative beyond the lifetime of the project was not fully addressed in the initial project brief. Although the project makes a strong commitment to poverty reduction and ensuring equal distribution of benefits, it is clear that these outcomes in the long term are contingent upon the programme also openly working with its partners to find the answers to some key questions: 

1. What happens after 5 years? 

2. Has there been in a sufficient increase of capacity within the government agency to secure the necessary funds for future implementation? 

  How do we ensure that community initiatives that are established are sustainable? 

  How to ensure that biodiversity monitoring and management initiatives are sustainable? 

  Will the committees established during the project lifetime continue to be in operation after the lifetime of the project? 

  How can we guarantee that there is an increase in socio-economic status and how do we measure this? 

  How do we influence the macro-economic environment in which the project is operating? 

Sustainability is predicated on the building of capacity during the programme in each of the four countries at the different levels, in order to continue to address wetland conservation and sustainable use issues after the programme lifetime and to continue to update and maintain scientific and socio-economic information for use in decision making, planning and management.
Financing for sustained outcomes

Some of these questions clearly need to have a related issue addressed - that of securing long-term financial flows.  Maintaining financial resources for programme activities once the five years are over is a significant issue.  Within the programme, some site activities have as explicit outcomes the identification of site-appropriate financial or economic mechanisms to support new or on-going resource conservation and wise-use efforts.  This is planned across all four demonstration sites via Outputs 2.12, 3.12, 4.12, and 5.12. As indicated in the Demonstration Site Strategy, these efforts may be used to exhibit one source of wetland management funding to senior government officials and politicians.

For other sustained financing options such as trust-funds, the details can only be determined once donor sources are identified to capitalize the funds, or if a revolving fund can be established by means of a resource-user charge or polluter-pays fee.  Furthermore, the national policy context needs to be considered in order to understand whether it is an adequate basis for such funds, and if not, what policy alterations or developments are needed to enable governments to have a strong basis for application of the funds.  It also must be laid out clearly what national and provincial/local capacity is needed to actually operate such a mechanism well.  These considerations cannot be answered in the programme document, but emerge out of the Phase A activities.
§ Cambodia is a lapsed member, but is currently re-applying for state membership.





