Sustainable Livelihoods Strategy

The high dependence of rural people on wetland resources and the huge potential that sustainable management of these resources offers for national development is such that conservation of biodiversity must also address sustainable livelihoods. This requires a two-track strategy of promoting sustainable livelihoods based on wetland resources, and on influencing policy-making processes to be more conducive to sustainable development.

The implications for loss of wetlands and the natural resources that they provide to local communities are wide ranging, including increase of rural to urban migration, of unemployment and of national and local food insecurity. At the national and regional levels, the ecological functions that wetlands provide are essential for national development.

Linking Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable Livelihoods

Throughout the Lower Mekong Basin there is a wealth of local knowledge and traditional practice, as well as a highly productive natural resource base.  Rural livelihoods throughout the area in which the Programme is working are almost exclusively dependent on the use of a vast range of natural resources. These are predominantly wetland resources – including the cultivation of a wetland crop (rice), and the harvesting of aquatic animals, as well as collection of a wide range of wild aquatic plants. Management of water and processes of flooding and recession are central to these economies. 

Any threats to this resources base constitute significant threats to rural livelihoods. At the same time, managing these resources in such a way as to ensure their sustainability and the equitable distribution of benefits will have significant impacts on rural poverty, and provide important contributions to national development.

This Programme has adopted an approach to poverty alleviation based on recent understandings that recognize that livelihood strategies are based not only on the use of a range of natural, material and economic resources, but also social and cultural resources. Poverty reduction is not simply a matter of income and consumption but is also concerned with strengthening the capacity of people to manage their natural resource base, to represent their interests and rights, to participate effectively in decision making processes, and to benefit from changing relations of production and exchange.

Unless development programmes make specific attempts to reach poor and vulnerable people, these people tend to be excluded with many of the benefits accruing to the relatively wealthy and powerful. In some cases, access to ‘development’ is considered by local people to be an indicator of relative wealth. Rather than trickling down, the benefits of development tend to then be captured by local elites, fostering further differentiation and economic stratification. This Programme has a commitment to ensuring the equitable distribution of benefits as both a means to ensuring biodiversity conservation and sustainable livelihoods, and as an end in itself.

Participatory Poverty Assessments

In order to ensure that the Programme addresses poverty reduction and the promotion of sustainable livelihoods a series of Participatory Poverty Assessments (PPA) were undertaken in each of the Demonstration Sites during the Preparatory Assistance phase. The PPAs were conducted in collaboration with ActionAid and local government, NGO and grassroots partners. 

The objectives of the PPAs are presented below:

· Improved co-operation between demonstration site project partners – IUCN, national, provincial and district counterparts, villagers and relevant NGOs

· Improved understanding among project partners of poverty and vulnerability in the demonstration sites

· Improved capacity among project partners to assess and analyse poverty and livelihood issues in a participatory manner as a mechanism for effective project planning and implementation

· Focused poverty reduction and sustainable livelihood strategies incorporated into the planning processes in the Preparatory Assistance Phase for the demonstration sites

· Strategic planning to ensure that all project activities effectively address issues of poverty, vulnerability, and equity (including gender) in all demonstration site activities.

· Initial identification of project beneficiaries’ indicators of success in poverty reduction and securing sustainable livelihoods to be incorporated into project planning

· Participatory Planning Workshops for demonstration site project partners and beneficiaries, and for the IUCN PMU

The PPAs were among the first of the field-level activities undertaken during the Preparatory Assistance phase and as such the methodology was of far-reaching significance. The PPAs were not conceived as being one-off studies but rather a mechanism to promote a participatory approach to assessment and planning that put people’s own interests and needs at the centre of programme development. This type of participatory process has been taken further in Thailand working with Sub District Administration Organisations and grassroots groups under one year support to develop integrated natural resource management plans. In addition to the PPAs, IUCN, FAO and the Lao Living Aquatic Resources Research Centre (LARReC) undertook a study to assess the nutritional role and value of aquatic resources in rural livelihoods in Attapeu in order to inform debate about more integrated approaches to water management and agriculture development.

The main issues coming out of these assessments are presented below:

· Wetland resources are fundamental to rural livelihoods

· The rural economies in the project sites can be characterized as particular types  – ‘wetland economies’ – that are diverse, dynamic and adaptive

· Wetland economies involve a wide profile of natural resources, with livelihood strategies adapting to environmental change, both seasonally and annually. The viability of these resources depends on this diversity, dynamism and adaptability

· Since many wetlands are common resources they tend to be of particular importance to poorer people who have less access and control over private resources

· Increased privatisation of commons resources (often accompanied by growing economic stratification) has dramatic impacts on the livelihoods of poorer people.

· Some of the most significant threats to livelihoods come from natural resource degradation, and privatization of common areas to the exclusion of local people

· Significant opportunities for poverty reduction and promoting sustainable livelihoods through management of wetlands

Some of the most significant threats to these livelihoods come from environmental degradation and habitat loss. While environmental degradation poses a threat to rural livelihoods, the potential for promoting sustainable livelihoods, alleviating poverty and contributing to national development through wise management of wetland ecosystems has also not been realised in national and local government policy.

One of the main reasons for this policy neglect has been a misunderstanding of the nature of rural economies in wetland environments. In particular the significance of the diversity of economic activity has been overlooked in favour of agricultural specialisation. The main thrust of agricultural development in all four Lower Mekong countries has been overwhelmingly based on the expansion and intensification of rice production requiring the reclamation of agricultural land, extension of irrigation systems, and the development of agricultural extension services. While increased rice production clearly has brought many benefits, there are concerns that the impacts on the aquatic resources have not been fully addressed, and that the potential of aquatic resource management has not been realised. This has important implications for addressing poverty, as poor people by definition tend to lack the capital to benefit from land-based, capital intensive strategies, and also tend to be more dependent on the aquatic, common resources. There is growing evidence that this process of intensification of agricultural production has been a contributory factor in growing economic differentiation, and rising landlessness.

Many wetland systems, particularly backwater swamps and floodplain areas have generally been regarded as wastelands, offering limited potential for economic development in their natural state. Often these wetlands have been specifically targeted for development through draining for agriculture or for flooding to establish irrigation sources.

The tendency to overlook the significance of wetland resources and wetland livelihoods must also be seen as symptomatic of a lack of effective participation by rural people in development planning processes. While circumstances vary between each of the four demonstration sites it is striking that a number of common themes can be drawn from the PPA report.

	Main themes coming out of the PPA reports

	· Changes from Public/Common property to private property – either individually owned, or owned by corporations or the state

· Increasing encroachment on public wetland areas and competition for wetland resources (particularly fisheries and forests) resulting in the displacement of poor and vulnerable people

· Increasing market penetration – including growing competition from external resource users over scarce resources in which poor and vulnerable are less able to compete, as well as growing external market demand for local resources. 

· Growing evidence of unsustainable resource use practices, particularly related to the valuable fishery and forest resources

· Growing social and economic differentiation – particularly problems of landlessness

· Increasing state penetration in terms of ‘development’ through projects (large scale infrastructure development) and/or ‘conservation’ (protected areas)

· Considerable local experience of effectively managing common property and wetland resources, however this is not well reflected in policy

· But also growing pressures on these local level management practices and values, and questions regarding the cohesion of traditional communities


The importance of aquatic resources as sources of animal protein in rural diets has also tended to be overlooked. While rice provides essential sources of nutrition, growing evidence indicates that living aquatic resources are the main sources of animal protein in rural diets. Very often these diets are deficient of protein sources, and any degradation of aquatic resource systems can be anticipated to have dramatic impacts on the nutritional and health status of rural people. As common property resources, aquatic animals again are of particular importance for the poorer and more vulnerable groups who tend not to have adequate access to private resources. The vast productivity of aquatic resources in the Lower Mekong Basin could not be replaced by aquaculture or livestock, and is dependent on the health of a range of wetland habitats, and processes of flooding and recession. Any degradation of the resource will have significant impacts on the nutritional and health status of rural people.

The assessment of aquatic resources and nutrition carried out in Attapeu is presented in a full report, and summarized in the table below.

	Key Findings from Participatory Assessment of the Nutritional Role and Value of Aquatic Resources in Rural Livelihoods in Attapeu Province, Lao PDR 

	· Aquatic resources make up the most animal important protein consumed in terms of frequency and quantity.  This is extremely significnat, given that the over-all diet is protein-deficient.

· Rice and cheaper (bulkier) food items are given priority over protein in local diets.  Rice is consumed more frequently and in higher quantities than other types of food, contributing the vast majority of calories consumed.

· Time and resources devoted to acquiring aquatic resources are a substantial part of livelihood strategies.  This includes both fishing and foraging activities, making and maintaining gears and processing of fish products.

· Aquatic resources are a key part of the coping strategy for periods of rice shortage.

· Aquatic resources are often sold and bartered, especially the valuable ones and especially when rice is in deficit.

· Few coping strategies exist for shortages of aquatic resources. Given their importance in the diet any shortages will have major impacts on people’s well-being.

· Local practices lead to poor nutrition during pregnancy and lactation, leading to poorly nourished children. This may then impact them for rest of their lives.

· Food security and poverty alleviation strategies must include aquatic resources management.

· Community and household factors that affect food behavior have a huge impact on peoples health and nutritional status. Aquatic resources management needs to include elements of education and public health.


Gender

Women and girl children play important roles within the household in managing natural resources particularly fisheries, as well as taking on domestic responsibilities. Women and children tend to fish and collect aquatic resources in streams, ponds, and backwater swamps; areas requiring less expensive gear, and often yielding less commercially valuable species.  Women are involved in the post-harvest processing of fish, and in many cases, are the primary marketers of aquatic resources caught by the household.  Interventions targeted at these areas offer the potential to empower women, but have also backfired on women when they fail to take into account their needs.  

Degradation of resources upon which women are most dependent, including backwater ponds, forests, and streams, and fish species normally used for preservation, will have a disproportionate impact on women.    Women are usually responsible for fetching drinking water, preparing food, and caring for those who fall sick.  Much sickness in rural areas is linked to poor sanitation.  It is notable that in many cases, sanitation services are provided only by natural water treatment processes.   Thus, environmental degradation that affects the ability of the ecosystem to perform water treatment services, will substantially impact women.  

Very often women tend not to be consulted in the planning and implementation of projects, and tend to be excluded from decision-making.  Extension services and other interventions have often not taken into account constraints placed on women’s participation and income earning opportunities, such as their limited mobility away from the home, and, in many rural areas, their lower level of literacy.  These constraints are particularly severe for female-headed households, and women with limited social networks. Such households, and lack of access to social networks have been identified in the PPAs as key causes and characteristics of poverty and vulnerability.  

Targeting women is a mechanism to ensure equity and to identify opportunities for women. Equally women have specialist knowledge about natural resources, production, health, sanitation and food and their full involvement in natural resource management is a means to ensure effective and appropriate design and implementation.

Health and Sanitation

Health as a factor in poverty and vulnerability is a key theme coming out of all the PPAs, but to a lesser degree in Thailand. While many of these health issues are beyond the immediate remit of this programme, it is essential to recognise that livelihood improvements cannot be secured without addressing health and sanitation. In all the PPAs the loss of household labour due to poor health, and the need to cover cost of treatment were identified as two of the main causes of households slipping into poverty from which it was then not possible to escape. In many cases, households have had to endure with poor health. Improved public health and sanitation services, particularly targeting women, as well as the provision of credit for times of hardship have been suggested as possible mechanisms to address these issues. While the Programme might not be able to address these issues directly, by working in partnership with government agencies and NGOs involved in the health sector there are considerable opportunities for developing an integrated approach to livelihoods and natural resource management. The sustainability of these initiatives will largely be dependent on promoting low-cost appropriate interventions, and on the ability of communities and local government agencies to take on board these responsibilities themselves.

Resource rights and livelihood security

Natural resource-dependent individuals, households and communities become marginalized because they either have no rights to the resources on which they are dependent -- or no feasible way to exercise the rights they do have.  Clashes between traditional and contemporary systems of property rights are often at the root of livelihood and environmental insecurity.  The most vulnerable communities are invariably the poorest and most marginalized, for whom alternatives are non-existent or come at exorbitant cost.

The Programme will focus on the livelihood security of Lower Mekong communities from the perspective of rights to aquatic resources – the “missing link” between poverty and resource degradation -- and demonstrate the links between the existence and quality of rights to aquatic resources and the economic role of resource rights in sustaining livelihoods.

Land and resource rights are highly sensitive issues, both culturally and politically.  They must be addressed objectively and in conjunction with other variables in the equation of livelihood security, including among other factors, resource degradation and population increase.

HOW TO ADDRESS THESE ISSUES

The structure of the Programme – working at regional, national and local levels – according to the framework of objectives and outputs presented in this Project Document is a mechanism to address sustainable livelihoods as much as biodiversity conservation.

In particular the following themes will be incorporated into strategies to address poverty reduction and promotion of sustainable livelihoods. The nature of poverty and vulnerability, including causes and indicators, differs at each of the sites. People are poor and vulnerable to becoming poor in different ways, at different times, in different places. Strategies to address poverty must therefore be responsive and adaptive to local circumstances. The strategies presented here represent a general approach that will be adapted to address the specific needs in each of the demonstration sites.

More effective involvement in planning processes 

· Promoting participatory planning and management approaches and consultation with local people, particularly the poor and vulnerable

· Undertake livelihoods assessments that create partnerships and facilitate local people’s analysis of problems and development of strategies, and help to identify and target ‘the poor’ and ‘vulnerable’

· Strengthening networks of local resource users across ecosystems, and their capacity to represent their interests

· Securing access to and control over information and knowledge including supporting local people to assess and monitor their resource base, and to present their understandings in decision making arenas.

· Documenting, disseminating and promoting the wealth of local knowledge of natural resources and ecosystems

· Promoting and raising awareness of local rights, including traditional rights – particularly in the face of encroachment from external commercial forces

Community level management and integrated management

· Developing integrated planning and management, based on participatory approaches that address biodiversity and livelihoods together

· Ensuring that poor people are identified and consulted, and that their needs, interests and indicators of success are incorporated into planning processes

· Strengthening local level – community – capacity to manage natural resources, particularly common property resources

· Conservation and rehabilitation of wetland resources, particularly fisheries resources, through equitable community level management regimes

· Ensuring that community level management regimes are equitable, involving the full and effective participation of poorer sections of the community, including women

· Limiting encroachment on public resources by the granting of concessions to outside investors

Gender

· Ensuring consultation and effective participation of women in all stages of planning activities

· Supporting women to participate effectively in community level management regimes

· Ensuring women’s access to and control over natural resources that are of particular importance to women

· Identifying opportunities for women to enter into value added production activities

· Ensuring that Programme benefits accrue to women and girl children

Promoting sustainable livelihoods options

· livelihood and food security through ensuring access to fisheries

· value added activities

Policy issues

· Reverse the process of privatization of natural resources, restore commons for the benefit of all people

· Substantial reduction in area of fishing concessions to protect critical habitats and to free areas for community fishing

· Equity and justice principles in defining access and distribution of benefits. The poor must gain access to good fishing grounds, and access to gear appropriate for sustainable harvesting

· Recognition of community fishing rights by giving them priority over revenue oriented fishing concession management

· Integration of fishing management with overall rural development initiatives in fishing communities

· The extension of institutional responsibilities for fisheries management to fishing communities

Conflict resolution for restoring local access and control over resources

Considerable work requires to be done mobilize people across villages, districts, provinces to:

· Facilitate dialogue within and across geographical areas to sort out conflict among users relating to access and control over wetlands resources

· Promoting awareness of rights and how these rights can be represented in a range of arenas at local, national and regional level

Health and Sanitation

There is an immediate need to the provision and strengthening of health care services for people and livestock. State and non-state agencies with the participation of people need to address the health care issue urgently. 

· Many health issues are beyond the immediate scope of this Programme but as health issues are so clearly determinants of poverty and vulnerability, and that the linkages between poverty and vulnerability and natural resource management are so significant, health issues cannot be ignored. For local people health issues are so much at the forefront of their concerns that the Programme must address these issues.

· Managing water resources, both for nutrition and for sanitation, will be central to village level activity.

· The most appropriate way for the Programme to address these issues is to work through partnerships with government agencies and NGOs involved in the health and sanitation sectors, and to ensure that these issues are incorporated into an integrated approach to natural resource planning and management.

Monitoring and Evaluation

· Effective targeting of activities for poor and vulnerable people, to ensure that Programme activities reach poorer groups (including women and girl children) and that they produce tangible livelihood benefits

· Incorporating poor and vulnerable people’s indicators of livelihood improvement in project planning, and monitoring and evaluation

· Regular participatory monitoring and evaluation to assess distributional impact on poorer groups, and ensuring this monitoring process informs ongoing planning activities

