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Review of 

VIETNAM MARINE PROTECTED AREA PILOT PROJECT

 by Clive Wilkinson (Australian Institute of Marine Science)

and response by IUCN

SUMMARY

A review made in 2 days of a project that has undergone many months of gestation cannot do full justice to the effort already applied.  However, it is evident that considerable thought and effort has gone into discussions in Vietnam, with other donors, and in the preparation of this proposal.

I would like to recommend that this project get funding to complement the considerable co-financing offered by DANIDA, IUCN and the Government and people of Vietnam.  My comments on the document are relatively minor.

The proposal has a sound balance of:

· the science of biodiversity and habitat assessment and monitoring;

· capacity building for both the development of a functional MPA and for involving the local community;

· strong and direct involvement of the local community in the planning and management of the area including all the protected parts;

· strong schemes to supplement the incomes of the local users (e.g. fishermen) and the community to reduce the ongoing over-exploitation and compensate for losses that must follow if some areas are declared off limits;

· strong efforts to include women in the process of environmental management and community development;

· strong efforts to engender a sense of ownership amongst all stakeholders.

If this proposal is successful, and current indications indicate that it has all the elements in place for success, it will be a model for other such activities in many parts of the world.

Recommendations: Therefore I wish to recommend funding with only a few relatively minor suggestions, summarised within an edited framework of the original proposal.

Moreover, acceptance of the Recommendations and Suggestions I have made for the proposal should not be used as a pre-condition for funding.  These are but recommendations and suggestions made by one person, whereas many people have formulated the proposal over many months.  

Reservation: One reservation I have: will the national Government of Vietnam willingly devolve authority of this area and the potential money generation from tourism to the regional and local authority, and the communities on the islands?  The proposers have done everything possible to ensure this in prior planning, but this is something that has to be followed and evidence of devolution of some authority should be a criterion for funding of the later stages of the project.  For this, it may be possible to learn from another ASEAN member, the Philippines, which encourages local authorities (barangays) to manage resources in their areas.

RESPONSE (FROM IUCN): THIS ISSUE HAS BEEN CAREFULLY CONSIDERED AND TO THE MAXIMUM EXTENT POSSIBLE IS ADDRESSED THROUGH THE DESIGN. THE RELEVANT NATIONAL AND PROVINCIAL AUTHORITIES HAVE GIVEN WRITTEN COMMITMENTS TO SUPPORT AND IMPLEMENT THE PROJECT'S COMMUNITY‑BASED MANAGEMENT APPROACH AS WELL AS THE ARRANGEMENTS FOR COLLECTION OF TOURISM REVENUE IN A TRUST FUND. AN EVALUATION AFTER COMPLETION OF PHASE ONE (18 MONTHS) WILL ENABLE ASSESSMENT OF WHETHER THESE COMMITMENTS HAVE BEEN MET. FUNDING FOR PHASE TWO IS CONDITIONAL ON MEETING THE BENCHMARKS DEFINED FOR PHASE ONE.

Project Rationale and Objectives

This, combined with the Annexes 8 and 9, provide a strong justification for the proposal and clearly indicate that it targets one of GEF's target areas - global biodiversity. 

There are not many reefs in southeast Asia with healthy coral populations, and very few reefs that still have large breeding populations of species of strong commercial interest e.g. lobster, grouper, humphead wrasse and other target fishes, as well as giant clams, edible holothurians and trochus.  This area could serve as a powerful source of larvae to replenish reefs to the north and south along the coast of Vietnam and into Cambodia (due to the reversing monsoons) and possibly further afield for long lived larvae. This is where another component - International Waters comes into play.

The goal of the project and the activities proposed activities to improve livelihoods and effectively protect and sustainably manage the marine biodiversity closely match (unlike other projects I have seen).

Current Situation

Environmental Context

The coral reefs are obviously the major coastal resource in the area (in addition to mangroves and seagrasses), but it would be informative to know whether the status of the corals has changed following the massive coral bleaching that hit this area in late 1998.  This will not affect the need for this project, only introduce another complicating factor – e.g. is there sufficient new larval recruitment into the reefs to ensure natural recovery? 

Coral larval settlement and recruitment: It is not suggested that this be added to the project, but consideration should be given to adding a small-scale research project to measure coral larval settlement and recruitment.  This is a major component of the CORDIO project in the Indian Ocean, and collaboration could be examined with either Sida or other partners. Likewise the 5 countries which participated in the ASEAN-Australia Living Coastal Resources project have to capacity to measure recruitment, especially the Marine Science Institute of the University of the Philippines.  If recruitment is low, consideration may be given to rehabilitation of the reefs by transplanting bleaching resistant corals.

Suggestion: Seek other partners to establish a small research project out of NIO to assess the rate of new coral recruitment into the Hon Mun reefs. 

RESPONSE:

THIS IS A GOOD SUGGESTION THAT WILL BE TAKEN UP WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF

IMPLEMENTATION THROUGH THE DESIGN OF THE COMMUNITY‑BASED MONITORING PROGRAM

(TO OCCUR IN PHASE 1).
Zoned, multiple-use marine protected area:  Care should be exercised in trying to implement too many zones in this rather small area.  It may be preferable to have 2 or 3 zones (rather than 4) in the interest of simplicity and ease of enforcement, than attempt to achieve the ideal. I can foresee confusion amongst the users with the proposed 4 zones. 

Recommendation: Consideration should be given to reducing the number of zones initially to make it easier for local compliance.  More zones can be added later when the MPA zoning concept is well accepted. 

RESPONSE: IT IS EMPHASISED THAT THE CURRENT ZONING SYSTEM IS A DRAFT DEVELOPED AS PART OF THE SOCIAL ASSESSMENT AND PROJECT PREPARATION WORK (IN CONSULTATION WITH STAKEHOLDERS). THE REVIEWER'S RECOMMENDATION IS NOTED AND WILL BE ADDRESSED WHEN THE ZONING SYSTEM AND MANAGEMENT PLAN ARE FURTHER DEVELOPED AND REFINED DURING PHASE ONE. ULTIMATELY THIS ISSUE CAN ONLY BE RESOLVED IN PARTNERSHIP WITH THE STAKEHOLDERS. THE MANAGEMENT PLANNING PROCESS IN PHASE 1 WILL INVOLVE EXTENSIVE COMMUNITY CONSULTATION TO ARRIVE AT AN OPTIMAL ZONING SYSTEM.
Grow out fisheries:  Currently the harvesting of  target juvenile fishes appears to be depleting stocks on the reefs.  Cage culture technology should be encouraged, but instead it should employ novel techniques to obtain juveniles.  Several methods are either successful elsewhere or being examined.  Robert Johannes has advocated a method of temporary rock reefs to assemble grouper larvae.  This has been successful in some areas.  Other techniques employ traps on reef flats or tight traps to collect larvae.  These techniques would provide larvae of both edible species and those for aquaria.

Recommendation: Information on more sustainable methods to collect fish larvae should be assembled and provided to the local fishermen.

RESPONSE:

THE DEVELOPMENT OF AIG OPPORTUNITIES IS THE FOCUS OF COMPONENT 2 IN PHASE 1.

OPPORTUNITIES TO BE ASSESSED IN DETAIL INCLUDE AQUACULTURE AND RELATED ACTIVITIES,

UTILISING EXPERTISE AVAILABLE THROUGH THE AQUACULTURE INSTITUTE BASED AT NHA

TRANG. THE PROJECT WILL NEED TO CONSIDER A VARIETY OF OPTIONS INCLUDING THOSE

HIGHLIGHTED BY THE REVIEWER. THE SUGGESTIONS ARE WELCOME AS WOULD BE ANY

FURTHER INFORMATION ON THE SPECIFIC APPROACHES AND TECHNIQUES INVOLVED. THIS

COMMENT WILL BE ADDRESSED IN THE CONTEXT OF PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION.

Explosives and cyanide use:  This problem is common throughout Asia and some communities have learned to control the use through peer pressure.  Probably the best examples to learn from are in the Philippines, where there have often been large numbers of fishermen who use destructive measures. Here it appears to be relatively few.

Recommendation:  A relatively cheap addition would be to take community leaders in this project on a study tour of successful sites in the Philippines (Bolinao, Apo island etc.) to experience control measures from the local fishermen.

RESPONSE:

THE PROJECT HAS SET ASIDE USD 50,000 TOWARDS TWO OVERSEAS STUDY TOURS, ONE IN EACH OF

THE SET‑UP AND IMPLEMENTATION PHASES. THESE WILL INCLUDE SENIOR COMMUNITY

DECISION‑MAKERS.

Tourism and Biodiversity: The suggestion to use tourism and aquaculture to protect biodiversity at Hon Mun is welcomed.  These are probably the best alternative income generators that can be implemented to reduce ecosystem damage.

Socioeconomic Context

Tourism User Pays:  This is also welcomed, with the prospect that international tourists pay a fee over the US$1-2 each visit suggested in the IUCN survey.  The Vietnamese should certainly be provided with a large discount on this amount. The suggestion later in the proposal that 10% be allocated for AIG activities should be re-examined as this figure appears to be on the low side.  Many of the locals will lose money when parts of the MPA are declared off limits to fishing and it has been shown that it takes at least 5 years before fish populations in the closed areas increase to a sufficient extent to increase fish catches in adjacent areas.  Therefore AIG subsidies should be expanded in these 5 years to compensate for the losses and encourage compliance with zoning regulations.

Presumably the remainder of the user fees will be allocated for MPA management.  This would probably be a first in the world (except for the Netherlands Antilles) and should be encouraged, as it will encourage the locals to conserve the area.

Suggestion: That the allocation of 10%  of the user fees be increased within the first 5 years as compensation.

RESPONSE: THE 10% IS A PROPOSED FIGURE THAT WILL BE SUBJECT TO FURTHER NEGOTIATION AS PART OF DEVELOPING THE PROJECT'S SUSTAINABLE FINANCING STRATEGY (AN ACTIVITY TO OCCUR IN PHASE 1, COMPONENT 2). A COMPROMISE WILL NEED TO BE REACHED IN THE FACE OF THE DESIRE OF COMMUNITIES FOR MORE REVENUE AND THE NEED TO MEET LONG‑TERM MPA MANAGEMENT COSTS. IT IS EMPHASIZED THAT THE PROPOSED 10% CONTRIBUTION IS NOT THE PRIMARY MEANS FOR COMPENSATING THOSE DISADVANTAGED BY CLOSED AREAS ‑ THE PROJECT ALSO HAS A COMPREIIENSIVE AIG AND MICROCREDIT PROGRAM THAT WILL PROVIDE ALTERNATIVES FOR THOSE DISADVANTAGED BY THE FISHING RESTRICTIONS.
Women’s Union:  Focussing on this mechanism is particularly welcome and should be a successful feature of this project.  Increased focus on involving children will be a wise investment for the future and increased involvement of school teachers and schools in the project should be encouraged.  Monitoring projects are a relatively easy way of driving home conservation messages e.g. surveys of litter and tar balls on beaches; simple monitoring projects on the reefs and in mangroves; simple economic and catch studies of fish brought into local markets or landed at local beaches and jetties. 

Institutional Context

Devolving Responsibility to Provincial Level:  This is possibly the most difficult aspect of the project.  The Vietnamese Government has been centralised and not willing in the past to devolve ownership of marine resources to the Provincial level.  If this policy can be reversed with State responsibility passing directly to the Provincial People's Committee (PPC), the project will be an outstanding success.  The proposal writers have spent considerable time and energy in attempting to negotiate this with all levels of government and the community.  

Harmonising laws between the different levels of government will also be a major feature.  This should be encouraged for all of Vietnam, but not in a project at this scale.  However, models of legal harmonisation and simplification between the National and Provincial arms of government in this project will be powerful tools for the conservation of natural resources.  

Suggestion: The only suggestion I can make is to ensure that progress in legal harmonisation be a key criterion for measuring success of the Initiation Phase of the project. But this should not be a ‘veto’ criterion, as legal procedures are enormously slow.

RESPONSE:

A STRENGTH OF THE PROJECT IS THAT IT DOES DEVOLVES AUTHORITY FOR THE MPA TO KHANH

HOA PROVINCE. ACCORDING TO EXISTING VIETNAMESE LAW THE PROVINCIAL GOVERNMENT

HAS RESPONSIBILITY FOR DEVELOPING AND ENFORCING LOCAL MANAGEMENT ARRANGEMENTS ‑

INCLUDING THE TYPES OF PLANNING AND MANAGEMENT CONTROLS REQUIRED FOR THE MPA.

THE PROJECT THUS WORKS WITHIN THE EXISTING LEGAL SYSTEM TO OBTAIN THE LEGAL

BACKING REQUIRED FOR ITS VIABILITY. THE DEVELOPMENT OF A NATIONAL LEGISLATIVE AND

POLICY FRAMEWORK FOR MPAS IS UNDERWAY BUT WILL TAKE SOME TIME. THE HON MUN PILOT

PROJECT IS DESIGNED TO PROVIDE VALUABLE LESSONS AND GUIDANCE FOR THIS PROCESS.

Establishment MPA Authority:  This is an essential component and one that will serve as a model for other parts of the country, and possibly the region. The proponents have included all stakeholders in the process.   It will be essential that National and Provincial governments encourage local involvement, as a heavy bureaucratic hand early in the process could prove particularly damaging to long term success.  Community involvement and satisfaction with the planning and negotiation should be important criteria for review of the first phase and indicated to government authorities.

Expected Project Outcomes and Activities

Component 1 - Participatory Planning and Management

The activities and outcomes all look sound and well considered.  There is strong reliance in employing Vietnamese and in using their expertise to develop the planning and implement the management.

A few  minor comments: “It is intended that moorings will be installed to allow for proper anchoring of tourist boats at the MPA site”. This should be more than an intention.  There are powerful conservation values in using moorings (prevention of anchor damage) and even more powerful in awareness raising.  This is something that everybody can see – something is being done to protect the reef. 

Recommendation:  Establishing moorings should be more than a suggested activity.

RESPONSE:

FUNDS FOR MOORINGS ARE INCLUDED IN THE BUDGET. THE TEXT OF THE PROJECT DOCUMENT

WILL BE REVISED TO MAKE IT CLEAR THAT MOORINGS ARE CONSIDERED ESSENTIAL.

Enforce Existing Controls: Difficulties have been experienced in small communities when those enforcing MPA regulations and the offenders come from the same village.  This is difficult to circumvent, but will be assisted if the whole community is involved and peer pressure becomes a more powerful control measure than villagers penalising other villagers.  Enforcement of tourist and visitor activity is far easier.

Prepare Legal Framework – Obtaining National and Provincial legal backing are essential features of the proposal and these should be key criteria in assessing success of both Preliminary and Implementation Phases as suggested above.

Component 2 - AIG Activities

A lack of this is the type of activity is the reason that many projects fail.  Close collaboration with the DANIDA project has been included and this should be regarded as an integral part of the project (as the documentation attests) and not another project running in parallel, subject to vagaries of funding.  

Many AIG activities have been suggested.  A few others to consider: providing funds to fishermen to convert their boats to carry tourists; training these people as tourist guides; training a few as snorkeling and scuba instructors; employing some to maintain and police the use of mooring buoys etc.  

“Each AIG activity to be funded would require approval by the MPA Authority” and “Adoption of commercially viable AIG activities that promote the MPA goals ….”  Care should be adopted in formulating regulations on AIG activities that are not too restrictive or prolong decision making. A streamlined mechanism should be developed with strong community involvement, with built in decision making timeframes.  Likewise the definition of ‘commercially viable’ should be decided by the community, and not imposed from outside based on strict monetary values.  It the activity results in one more person ceasing destructive activities in the area, then that is a criterion for success.

More AIG money may be needed in the early years to demonstrate to the users that there are alternatives to destructive and over-exploitative activities (see above). 

Component 3 - Capacity Building

A key component of the project and clearly formulated. There are potential liaisons that can be developed between the proposed training facility and others in the region.  The Government of Japan is building two centres that they anticipate will be resources for the region: Ishigaki Island, Southern Ryukus and in Palau.  Singapore is likewise developing regional training institutes.  There are potential benefits to be gained from sharing experiences and resources (trainers) between these and other units in ASEAN. 

“Environmental awareness … among ….school children and their teachers.”  This should be encouraged to the maximum extent, both because to the chance to influence future decision makers, and the powerful messages that children can carry home to their parents.

Component 4 - Monitoring and Evaluation

The goal of the GEF is to conserve valuable components of the world’s biodiversity.  In the sea, this is best achieved by conserving large areas of habitat.  Therefore the monitoring and evaluation components should focus on assessing overall ecosystem health, rather than any focus on all biodiversity or specific components.  An error many scientific assessments make is attempting to measure detail of the biodiversity – how many species, species diversity, presence or absence of rare or endangered species etc.  These measures are of little value in management.  What management require are widespread indicators that management actions are effective e.g. that the % coral cover is increasing; that there is a lower ratio of dead to live standing coral; that fish populations are larger and composed of larger individuals, especially target species.

“A community-based monitoring program will involve local stakeholders in the collection of information.”  This is to be encouraged to a maximal extent. Monitoring by communities provide both data and more importantly a raised awareness about the health of ecosystem and the stresses.  The Reef Check programme has been adopted as a global standard for volunteers and communities. The Global Coral Reef Monitoring Network will assist with this approach and would also suggest that NIO in Nha Trang become the GCRMN Coordinator for Vietnam.  As an extension of this project, the NIO could conduct monitoring training and assessments for other regions of Vietnam. 

The GCRMN will ask all countries to prepare biannual Status of Coral Reef Reports and it is requested that key personnel on this project assist other regions of Vietnam in the completion of monitoring and compilation of data to produce national reports.

It is noted that “IUCN will appoint a Marine Biodiversity Assessment Specialist to carry out the Marine Biodiversity Assessment” for 5 months in the initial phases and 2 months after that.   A question arises – is this the best way of achieving sustainability in the long run?  There are many very competent young people in Asia who could undertake this task at a far cheaper cost than the budget figure.  Moreover there are many young Vietnamese who could be appointed with this money and given extensive training in-country and outside to monitor reefs and mangroves etc.  There are several experienced groups in ASEAN and in the immediate region who could host young trainees within monitoring teams to learn the techniques and discipline necessary to conduct these monitoring exercises.

Another strategy for achieving this goal would be to conduct a series of training workshops (basic and advanced level) for Vietnam in the Hon Mun area and use each to perform detailed monitoring exercises until the local capacity and discipline is developed.  ASEAN level workshops would achieve the same results.

Recommendation:  Re-examine expenditure on marine biodiversity assessment to determine whether savings can be made on salaries and transferred to building more capacity by training more Vietnamese. 

RESPONSE: THIS POINT WAS CONSIDERED DURING THE DESIGN. IT WAS FELT THAT WHILST THERE IS REASONABLE EXPERTISE IN MARINE SCIENCE IN VIETNAM THERE IS LIMITED EXPERIENCE IN DESIGNING AND CONDUCTING APPLIED RESEARCH AND MONITORING PROGRAMS. THIS PROJECT WILL INCLUDE VIETNAM'S FIRST MPA MONITORING PROGRAM. THE TEAM CONSIDERED THAT THE BEST APPROACH WAS TO USE AN EXPERIENCED EXPATRIATE SPECIALIST WORKING WITH A TEAM OF VIETNAMESE. THE PROJECT WILL BUILD THE CAPACITY OF THE LOCAL SCIENTISTS THROUGH PROVIDING HANDS ON EXPERIENCE AT HON MUN WHILST ALSO ENSURING THAT THERE IS A TECHNICALLY SOUND AND MANAGEMENT‑FOCUSSED MONITORING PROGRAM. IT IS NOTED THAT TRAINING IN MONITORING ANDASSESSMENT IS ALSO INCLUDED IN COMPONENT 3 ‑CAPACITY BUILDING.

Suggestion:  That this project, in conjunction with the NIO of Vietnam, become the national focal point for coral reef monitoring in Vietnam using the logistic, personnel and some of the financial resources from the GEF project to assist other regions and compile national state of the reef reports.  It is conceivable that the Government of Japan may assist with funding and coordinating such a component.

RESPONSE: THIS SUGGESTION IS WELCOMED. WITH THE PRESENCE OF THE NHA TRANG INSTITUTE AND TRAINING FACILITIES THE HON MUN PROJECT IS WELL‑PLACED TO PROVIDE A FOCAL POINT FOR CORAL REEF MONITORING. THE ADDITIONAL ACTIVITIES REQUIRED TO PERFORM THIS ROLE WOULD REQUIRE ADDITIONAL RESOURCES. ANY ASSISTANCE IN GATHERING THESE FUNDS WOULD BE APPRECIATED.

Community-based monitoring is seen as an essential component. This can be enhanced by encouraging the community, especially the schools, to hold coral reef, mangrove etc. festival days with monitoring as a component along with clean-up operations and competitions around environmental cultural and artistic themes.

Sustainability Analysis and Risk Assessment

The proposers have examined these areas extensively and formulated a proposal that is as complete as possible.  There is no guarantee of success and no way of eliminating all risks in working in a poor developing country with little experience in such activities. I can see no other actions that could be proposed to circumvent potential problems or make the project sustainable, other than a few minor suggestions above.

Financial Sustainability

This recognises a key failing of many projects.  A strong emphasis is often put on training, but projects frequently do not provide any money or sufficient money to employ people to do the job.  Here there is clear recognition that remuneration paid to government personnel is inadequate to expect them to undertake the job at the exclusion of other activities.  Therefore the suggestion of a performance-based supplementary allowance is endorsed, and hopefully this will encourage the most talented and motivated to take on these jobs.

Incremental Costs Assessment

It is clear that without funding from the GEF, this project which has the goal of conserving these valuable coastal resources would not be undertaken by Vietnam to the extent that it could be successful in the immediate term.  

The particular value of this project is that it will serve as a demonstration site for the region – that will probably prove more valuable than the conservation of a significant area of coastal resources. 

Budget

The project budget is particularly detailed and appears sound and well justified.  A good feature is that DANIDA will provide a significant component.  One presumes that if GEF funds its share, then the other components will be forthcoming.

Public Involvement Plan

Stakeholder Identification

A very careful process has been followed to identify the stakeholders and the list looks complete.

Information Dissemination and Consultation

The only component missing is the actual format for dissemination of information and the related process of public communication and education.  There exists, however, sufficient expertise both in the project managers and the people proposed to undertake activities to delineate what technical mechanisms will prove as the best to convey information e.g. printed word, video and television, radio, public lectures, school materials etc. 
Social and Participation Issues

The declaration of no fishing zones will result in losses of income for probably more than ‘several households’ for periods up to 5 years and maybe more. Therefore careful consideration should be given to including these families in the AIG schemes so that they benefit from the MPA and do not become a focus for discontent.  

Hopefully this project will demonstrate the value in providing island communities with a “sense of ownership”; a feature often forgotten in top down strategies to conserve natural resources.

It will be imperative to ensure that the allocation of money for AIG and jobs within the project be as transparent as possible.  In all human communities, a system of patronage develops and an overt application of this will result in dissent and reduced compliance among community members. Hopefully political affiliation will not play a major role in the allocation of resources.  

Monitoring and Evaluation Plan

Care has been taken to ensure that adequate reporting and performance evaluation is conducted in the project.  Presumably this will not impede effective operation; it can be quite frustrating if considerable time in evaluation impedes actual operations.  This does not appear to be the case here.


