Aid to communities for 
sustainable natural resource management—

What aid?  What context?  Who decides? 

In July and August 2005, TGER members engaged in a lively e-mail discussion about aid in conservation and development.  After commentaries on the recently announced aid increases to Africa, TGER members shared views and relayed personal experiences about the practice of “aid” to communities, and discussed alternative approaches, including endowment funds for sustainable environmental management.  Many stressed the importance of ensuring relevant capacities and sound governance, for both donors and receivers, especially in the case of the endowment funds.  Others placed the discussion within a broader geopolitical perspective, requiring more than site-based solutions.  Several other members shared tools, described what they do to face the issues and posted telling articles and papers.  The compilation includes the full set of comments from the TGER e-mail discussion, slightly edited for clarity.  A commented table of contents will help you navigate the discussion.  
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…posting a critical perspective on “aid to Africa”
Grazia Borrini-Feyerabend (Italy/ Switzerland) – July 5  
Dear TGER members,

Please see below a refreshing perspective on the “aid to Africa” issue.  It is very important that such a perspective is heard, as otherwise we are likely to see more of the same old and unfortunately familiar failures, this time in the name of poverty eradication.  I only wished they had put a little bit more emphasis on the wisdom and potential of communities rather than just individual farmers. […]
****************************************************************
More Aid Sought for African People, Not Gov'ts

Sanjay Suri 

LONDON, Jul (IPS) - A leading campaign group has called for a substantial part of increased aid to Africa to be channelled directly to people, rather than governments. 

While G8 leaders talk of doubling aid to Africa, "we say that at least half of the doubling should be for more local initiatives," director of the London-based International Institute for Environment and Development, Camilla Toulmin, told IPS. The IIED is a policy research institute working in the field of sustainable development, with extensive work in Africa, Asia and Latin America. 

Development of Africa has been made one of the two priorities for the G8 summit by host Britain. The summit of leaders of eight leading industrialised nations (the United States, Canada, Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Japan and Russia) will take place in the golf resort Gleneagles in Scotland July 6-8. 

The IIED says the biggest block to development is the "power deficit" that means those at the frontline, particularly women who are the majority of African small farmers, struggle to control their own lives. Direct aid, supported by "capacity-building" to boost the voice and influence of local people and organisations, would radically reduce the "power deficit" and put people in charge of building better futures, according to the institute. 

IIED says it is concerned that the voices of marginalised people, such as small farmers or slum-dwellers, are sidelined in the current debate about Africa's future, and warns that the "G8 project" risks failure unless world leaders do more to listen to and act on their concerns. 

"Aid going from governments to governments means that power is concentrated at the centre, and so activities at local levels find it difficult to have access to resources," Toulmin said. African governments are looking to Western governments for money, and that is disrupting the dynamics that emerge from taxation, she said. 

"Taxation forces governments to listen to people. If governments rely on other countries for 80 to 90 percent of their money, then that breaks the link of political accountability with people in a damaging way. So when Western governments then ask these governments to listen to their people, it becomes a rather empty process of consultation." 

Corruption is a particular problem with allocating resources only to governments, Toulmin said. "It is a serious problem if 40 percent of the wealth of Africa is exported into bank accounts and other activities in the West. South-East Asia had its rich elites but at least they re-invested the money back in their own countries." 

Accountability and cleaning up corruption are an essential part of the Bush agenda, she said. "That is the one thing on which Bush is relatively sound, though the trouble is that he combines that with being fantastically mean." But all of the G8 countries need to deal with the issue of accountability, she said. "We have to find a way of shifting money from governments to the hands of people." 

G8 leaders also need to get away from a projection of Africans "as victims and passive people," and Africa in terms of "crimes and disaster stories," Toulmin said. "That may be true of a few places, but Africa is full of energy and activity. A lot of Africa is growing and developing, as an ordinary everyday place." And much of this comes by way of "a 'people agenda' that is not on the map at the moment." 

IIED chair and former Irish president and UN high commissioner for human rights Mary Robinson said in a statement: "Africa is not a failure, nor is it backward, but it is too often failed and held back by the unwillingness of the international community and national governments to trust local people and build on what works already, such as small-scale farming." 

African women need particular attention, she said. They face "the biggest hurdles in accessing land and markets, need the greatest support over property and inheritance rights, particularly as their vulnerability is increased by the HIV/AIDS pandemic." 

Robinson said: "Who knows how best to manage land and other natural resources? Is it local people with hundreds of years of experience and knowledge? Or aloof national governments and big business touting an economic model that has already failed people and the planet?" 

"Are we going to help Africa to help itself, which means bottom-up thinking, removing unfair barriers to development and putting power in the hands of ordinary people, or do we simply want to open up markets ultimately for rich country gain in the vain hope that some residual benefit may trickle down to the poor?" 

The real solution lies in "investing directly in the African farmer and creating a fairer marketplace by ending subsidies on rich country produce and the dumping of surpluses on poor nations," Robinson said. "The international policy lens has got to be refocused to recognise the positive things in Africa and all poor regions, and build on them rather than undermine them." 

…on aid, communites and culture
Elery Hamilton Smith (Australia) – July 5

 […] thanks to Grazia for circulating the IIED statement on the importance of directing aid to the ground level groups of people.

 

It seems to me that there are two further reasons to support this strategy. The first is that in many countries, the formal and actual responsibility for and protection and management lies with traditional village-level or related communities, NOT with national or even regional governments. Surely the aid should flow to those responsible, not to the governments who may be important in some spheres but who, despite the rhetoric, often have little or no responsibility for resource management. The recent report by Forest Trends, 'Who Conserves the World's Forests?' demonstrates the remarkable dominance of community-driven programs in actually providing protection. 

 

Along with this, strengthening local communities will serve to support and maintain, and even restore, traditional culture. Thus, it will serve to build the social capital of the nation - a desperate need in most countries, even including the G8 nationals with their booming increases in social fragmentation, suicide and depression. […]
…address corruption through human rights
Marco Bassi (Italy) – July 5

[…] We should never forget that local communities are always found within states and are highly dependent on national/international economics and politics. The bottlenecks at national level need to be openly addressed as well, in terms of freedom of opinion, speech, association and information, effective ban on torture, extrajudicial killings and other serious limitations of personal freedom and dignity, rights of indigenous communities in terms of culture and access to natural resources, education,  and other economic opportunities (self-determination). These are at least the main problems in the most poor and problematic countries of Africa.

 

It would be impossible to address corruption without simultaneously considering the general abuse of human rights: let us give problems their real name! […]
… the crux are states, debt and structural adjustment programs 
James Murombedzi (Zimbabwe) – July 5
[…] I think that the piece [by Sanjay Suri] very unfortunately romanticises both aid and communities, and devalues the role that states can and should play in very complex relations of power and exploitation that exist between weak African states and powerful state and non-state actors in the global north! 

 

To begin with, I think it is completely disingenuous to discount the role that global relations have played in producing poverty, as well as in producing exploitative relations between African states and communities. As such, the solution to the problems of growing poverty etc cannot be located outside of the state per se.

 

Secondly, the biggest block to development is not this so called 'power deficit', but rather debt. This fact has been articulated so many times before that now the only thing that should surprise us is how debt cancellation is being presented as a concession from the north!

 

Linked to the above, the whole question of corruption. This does not question the policies of the lenders themselves, especially the making of loans to facilitate the investment of surplus capital (which accounts for much of the debt), the creation of fake markets, and the increase in speculative funds. Today, debt servicing amounts to net transfers of wealth from the developing world to the north, and the solution to this is supposed to be aid directly to communities?

 

Thirdly, it is debt that compelled the developing countries to submit to SAPs (structural adjustment programs) in the first place, and it is the SAPs which have devastated the livelihoods of the communities. Of course the corruption of both the creditors and the debtors plays a role in this trajectory, but it does not help to indict only the governments of the developing world, while leaving the same creditors to presumably extend aid to the communities directly?

 

Finally, how can local initiatives themselves be expected to succeed if they are not supported by states?

 

I think we need more rigorous and nuanced analysis that goes beyond what appears to me to be populist attempts to exonerate states and governments in both the developed and developing world of all responsibility for the current development crisis! […]
 

…address states and communities, human rights and culture
Grazia Borrini-Feyerabend (Italy/ Switzerland) – July 5
[…] James, you make several important points.  Surely we need to understand the global structural conditions in which states exist and the role those play in supporting bureaucracies, police and armies against their people.  But not everything is the responsibility of some big brother out there.  And, as you rightly point out, if states are a big part of the problems, they can also be a big part of the solutions.  

One of the areas in which states have been creating poverty throughout Africa has been the way in which they neglected, disempowered and/or crushed the livelihood sap of people.  This is crucially about culture, i.e. a sense of “belonging” to a group, a community regulated by values and rules and linked to ancestors, land, natural resources.  Especially with regard to natural resources the pretense of states to violently and uncritically substitute themselves to local institutions and users’ rules, knowledge and experience has been disastrous and a powerful engine that generated that very poverty that the states are now supposedly busy to fight.  This is not only valid for Africa, where many states have just taken over the structures and attitudes of colonial masters.  It has repeated itself throughout the world through similar historical processes in different environments.  Acknowledging this does not mean believing that there is something inevitable about such processes.  Nor does it mean damning “the state”.  It just means recognizing the horrible mistakes states can make and the ways in which it is possible to avoid the suffering generated by both oppressive bureaucracies and rampant unchecked capitalists.

All historical processes have lights and shadows but, unless you believe that the wisdom and sense of solidarity of Africa communities is entirely dead (which would be quite a difficult thesis to maintain) we should agree that communities and civil society in general are a strong hope, and one upon which it is important to build.  After all, both biology and history tell us that the best systems are the ones with many pathways for the flow of energy.  I have no worry about states losing a bit of their power.  They have already a lot, and will surely profit from the aid and the debt relief...  But communities have too little power now, and they can do much with a little more.  For that, as you say, they need the recognition, the support and the concurrence of the state.  
This, as Marco said, begins with state governments respecting the human rights of their people.  In the end, as Elery said, this may hopefully help not only to fight poverty but also to restore and strengthen local culture and a sense of identity and place.  […]
“multinational corporations in charge of aid to africa”
Michel Pimbert (United Kingdom) - July 5 

[…] Thank you all for the exchange of views on the IIED statement re Aid and supporting local initiatives. Here is complementary perspective on the G8 and power from George Monbiot published in today's Guardian.[…]

“Africa's new best friends: The US and Britain are putting the multinational corporations that created poverty in charge of its relief” by George Monbiot 
… good community aid builds on successes and stays the course
Margareth Jacobsohon (Namibia) – July 5

[…] Thank you Grazia for giving us access to this. Our work in Namibia certainly shows that when people - ordinary rural people who have organized themselves into basic social structures which here are called conservancies - are given the resources, skills and capacity to improve management of their natural resources and enhance their quality of life, they get on with the job and are slowly making a difference.  
Yet we have a situation whereby the national conservancy program is being hindered and slowed down by a lack of start-up funding - we have 31 registered conservancies and at least another 40 to 50 emerging but the NGOs that are providing the technical, logistic and financial support to these nascent CBOs cannot get enough funding to meet the demand or to provide the start-up funding that a conservancy needs to employ a few staff and start working. Two long-term donors have actually told us "we don't want to fund more of the same" even though the program is working well and the conservancies just need time to get on their feet. Five Namibian communal conservancies are already financially self sufficient from their own income, and fully weaned off donor funding, and another dozen or so are earning some income, with their start-up grants therefore being phased out.

I fully agree with IIED's perspective below but also make the point that one of the big problems we face is that even when we do support people-centered programs we do not give them the time they need to work.  A quick three or five year fix will change little; we need to be to be prepared for a long haul to see changes take root in Africa. The West's governments' work within their own democratic elected cycle and therefore have no real long term vision. Similarly, the big western donors tend to want to change focus every few years and follow the latest trend/s in their fields. Here in Africa, we just keep slogging away.[…]
… release from bondage ALL southern actors (states & communities)

Tariq Banuri (Pakistan/ Thailand) - July 5 

[…] While agreeing with the substantive points made by Grazia, I think James has made an important distinction. The perpetuation of both poverty and corrupt governments was made possible precisely by the actions of Western governments and their tame international financial institutions.
The current demand to the same Western governments to channel funds to communities seems to assume that these governments had a change of heart somewhere over the turn of the century, that their motives are now pure as driven snow, and that henceforth their channeling of funds to communities will be based not on the desire to control (through indebtedness and financial dependence) as was the case in the past but rather on selflessness, altruism, and public spiritedness. This may the dream of unreconstructed romantics.

I agree fully with James that one should question the motives of Western states in relation to their actions in developing countries just as much (or even more) as we do those of the developing world's states. International financial institutions have spent millions of dollars in campaigns to highlight poor governance in the South, but have at no time allowed a questioning either of their own non-transparent governance systems, or their consequent wastage and corruption, or of the lack of good governance in the aid system, or more generally in the relationship of the North to the South. This same imbalance is evident in the IIED statement. The lack of governance in the North (i.e., when it comes to matters related to the South) has been far more damaging to the developmental agenda than that in the South itself. Since I do not expect Southern governments to become angels overnight, I am astonished that Northern advocates seem to expect it blithely of their own governments.

We need formulas that release ALL southern actors (states as well as communities) from bondage, not those than can create a basis for producing new forms of dependence. The demand should be to write off the debt and to commit to long term resource transfers that create predictability in the lives of communities as well as Southern states, rather than a situation in which they will constantly have to prostrate themselves before Western governments in order to retain their access to aid dollars. […]
…we have so many riches and yet we remain poor

 M. Claparols (The Philippines) – July 6

[…]Dear Marco, thank you for your statement. I agree with you entirely.  The aid given to Africa is coming too little and too late. I am not saying there is no hope. There is hope but only if corruption and other economic, social, and geo-political issues are addressed.  […]   The IMF and World Bank  pit their economic prescriptions against people and communities.  If the countries do not follow their prescriptions, things get harder and harder… This is happening in Africa and the Philippines -countries that have so many riches and yet remain very poor. Most of our wealth  goes to debt payment, rather than to provide for water, sanitation and food.  The people continue to suffer.  
We need a change in the global social-economic order and policies.  We need self-sufficiency strategies in our countries in the south, and we can have those, as we are rich in resources. Let the G8 forgive/condone the debt so that our funds can go to basic services.  You are right, Marco, we also need respect for basic human rights. […]
“the global agricultural divide”
Geert van Vliet (The Netherlands/ France) – July 6 

Dear colleagues,

Following the discussions on the role of state, private sector and grassroots groups in the new approaches to aid in Africa, I would like to invite you to consult a paper (in French) on the reduction of the global agricultural divide :
http://www.cirad.fr/fr/actualite/communique.php?id=248  
I am also enclosing a contribution to the First "Forum Dakar Agricole" entitled "Fractured governance"[…] 

“Forum De Dakar Agricole” by Geert van Vliet
… a teleseminar on the topic? 
Conrad Steenkamp (USA/ South Africa) - July 6

  […] Your exchange makes apparent different points of departure for professionals involved in community-based natural resource management: there is a tension between the emphasis of structural issues (e.g. dependency) and the 'transformatory state', on the one hand, and a 'populist' emphasis on 'community', on the other. 

 

Could we not all benefit from exploring this tension in more detail? It could be quite creative. Would you, in principle, be interested in conducting a joint teleseminar on this topic? We could have two seminars. 1) a joint teleseminar structured as a debate in which each of you presents a position/perspective. 2) a follow-up process in which a group of doctoral students delve into the material over a period of a month or two, 3) The final result could be a joint publication. To broaden the debate we could draw in a number of more philosophically minded individuals that do not necessarily have a CBNRM background.

 

I would be happy to put up the monies needed to keep the PhDs happy as well as what it would take to host the seminars. A key issue would be the costs of publication.  Any takers? […]
…a complete restructuring of aid… shall we have a site to discuss that? 
Ronald Leger (Canada) - July 15   
Dear Grazia, […] these thought-provoking ideas on poverty, governance, corruption etc....bring me back to some of the ideas I shared with you some time ago on the need for a complete overhaul and rethinking of Canadian Aid. Of course the real need is a complete re-thinking and restructuring of cooperation worldwide and broader than just within the G8 and OECD... This is all the more important that such re-thinking has not really happened since the Colombo Plan days in the late 50s.... Aid is still a one way street, a donors-receiver affair and handouts... Though Tony Blair’s efforts are laudable, they are still within the Aid paradigm where donations are structured in such a way as to have very limited impact on the poor, where each dollar given will cost at least 50 to 60 cents to administer, plan, review, report on etc...   And even less will go to the poorest of the poor. Of course I would applaud if the Aid figures are doubled.... But even doubled or tripled this will not provide any additional hope for the neediest because it is simply placing more money into the same administrative institutions (including many NGOs) that are already responsible for so much waste, short-term competition (such as the Tsunami is still demonstrating)....

All that, Grazia, to suggest that it may be time to create a specialized WEB site, perhaps initially under the responsibility of IUCN and IIED, focusing on a critical and overall re-examination of the AID Business including NGOs....Though such a re-thinking is long overdue...I believe the timing may now be right for it to have some kind of impact and influence...What do you think? […]
a concrete example: aid to set up the sustainable use of timber or a conservation trust fund? 
Grazia Borrini-Feyerabend (Italy/ Switzerland) -  July23

[…] I was in mission in Madagascar and had a chance to make some quite simple calculations on the costs and benefits of several "conservation" and "sustainable use" initiatives.  Those made me seriously wonder whether we are not missing the point altogether with many of our projects. Let me describe a concrete example.  
Imagine a chunk of forest, important for biodiversity and for several local communities.  The forest is subjected to various sorts of illegal exploitations by non-local people.  The forest is also coveted by conservationists who would like to have it standing as part of an important biodiversity corridor.  

A very well meaning aid agency has considered that the problem of illegal exploitation needs to be counteracted by security of access by the local communities and that conservation can be coupled with sustainable use of the timber resources.  So far so good, is it not?

They set up a project (1.3 million Euro for a 3 year initiative) to help 8 communities acquire rights to the forest (a special Malagasy law allows for this) and develop a careful system of sustainable use of the forest's timber resources.  

After much study, many meetings, and lots of careful technical considerations and negotiations they have figured out that each community could take out and sell a certain number of valuable species per year.  If I well remember, it is about 80 trees per year, which need to be fallen, reduced into transportable slices and carried out on foot.  The communities are not traditionally wood cutters.  They actually own cattle and use the forest mostly for grazing purposes rather than for timber.   The project, including considerable change of habits, fatigue and risks for the people involved, will generate, believe it or not, 32 Euro per year for each one of the 8 communities.  This is not much, but I was told that it was a sustainable use, potentially lasting forever and leaving the forest in good conditions as far as biodiversity is concerned.

I asked several times whether 32 Euro was the real figure, as I could not believe it, but I was told that this was correct and that the sum is an interesting prospect for a community in very dire need.  The interest was confirmed to me by local people (but we did not discuss specific figures, and the dreams may be more florid than the reality to come).

I then imagined setting up a sort of conservation trust fund for those 8 communities with the 1.3 million Euro and figured out that even with a very reasonable rate of return of 2% per year, each one of the 8 communities could get—- forever— 1000 times the expected amount of 32 Euro per year.  All this while the 80 trees are left standing (or as an insurance for the illegal exploitation, which is very hard to stop anyhow).  In this case, the community could still be set in charge of the forest and acquiring rights, but these would be the rights of perceiving the “rent” of the trust fund as long as the forest is kept standing and functionally intact.  

For people like us who have been laboring for a long time on the complex conditions of biodiversity conservation and sustainable use, this kind of realization does not come easily.  Yet, can someone explain why the first project (sustainable use of timber)— with its corollary of expensive cars, experts, studies, changed lifestyles, health risks for the workers and what else— would be better for conservation (and poverty alleviation) than the second option (the community conservation rent)? All over the rich North there are plenty of people who are willing to contribute money so that the biodiversity of the world, including the lemurs of Madagascar and their habitats, are left in peace. Could it be that the problem is that such money is spent in all sorts of intermediary ways but rarely if ever reaches the relevant communities?  

Of course one could say that the rent creates a dependency on the trust fund… but the sustainable timber use creates a dependency of the timber market, does it not?  In addition, if the existing carbon fund mechanisms could be improved to reward standing old growth forests rather than mostly reforestation projects with fast growing species, the options of setting up rent mechanisms for the conservation of community forests could become even more powerful… 

I would very much welcome the thoughts of the TGER members on this.  […]
…only sure funding and continuity can allow us to conserve biodiversity 
Wil Maheia (Belize) - July 24

[…] Greetings from Belize. I would like to say how we agree 100%.  with the idea of the conservation fund.    We see it in the case of co-managing our marine reserves…   We are given every year the bare minimum to run these reserves that are conserving the biodiversity.  We managers, instead of the community conservation work we should be doing, end up spending almost all our time raising money to make ends meet.  If we took all the money that was pumped into the co-managed areas of Belize over the past five years and sunk it into an endowment... the returns would allow us to concentrate more on the work we should be doing.  Receiving a little bit every year here and there keeps us begging all the time and at the mercies of those giving.  […]
…the “project mentality” … the incentives of the development and conservation establishment 
Taghi Farvar (Iran) - July 24

[…]  What [Grazia is] exposing is a typical problem in the world of development.  Development through aid is a sham.  I’ve watched many a project by ILO, FAO, and even consulting firms, where millions are spent to end up creating a 50,000 dollar revolving fund for a community… a fund that soon vanishes because the customary control and accountability mechanisms of the community are not respected by the structures set up by the projects.   I described this “project mentality” as part of a panel on a GEF evaluation study at the World Conservation Congress in Bangkok,  We are talking about incentives for local communities, but we should be attacking the incentives of the development (and conservation) establishment.  
As a consultant to some organisations, I’ve been under tremendous pressure to design development and conservation projects that include lots of foreign experts and equipment.  The organisations make their money on overhead of personnel, so the more expensive the personnel hired, the higher the income of the establishment from overhead costs charged.  When I refused, they refused to pay my fees.  As you know, many aid agencies still insist on personnel of their own country and equipment of their own country being deployed to projects.  The project system of donors, UN agencies and even conservation agencies is fundamentally flawed.  As you mentioned, a 1.3 million euro project yields benefits of 32 euros per community per year in 8 communities.  This is the reality of the system; it is almost the rule, not the exception.  I would even say that this is a good project, for it brings (if things do not change in practice), at least something, even if 32 euros, to local communities!!  Many don’t even do that.  The poor are an excuse to maintain the lifestyle of the rich and the elite.  This is what the project system is all about—a system of middle-men and -women, with few exceptions.   If you do not believe it, try proposing your conservation trust fund for the same 8 communities and the same objectives.  Who will approve it? […]
… a community conservation fund would still need expensive external monitors 
Jocelyn Davies (Australia) - July 24
[…] I am thinking that with the conservation fund, there will be a need for external monitoring of conservation outcomes (of course).   Linking conservation outcomes to the amount of money that goes to the community would create an incentive structure for conservation.  For instance, the interest of a community for policing illegal harvest would increase if its income from a conservation fund would be dependent on the community being effective in controlling the illegal harvest. 

…But a 'well designed' monitoring program would still need a large number of middle men and women (perhaps >$1m worth) and could also end up producing a maximum return to each community comparable to the 32 Euros a year! […]
… address real threats… purely cash-based solution rarely work

Helen Newig (United Kingdom) - July 24

[…] The low level of income generated [in Grazia’s example from Madagascar] is obviously very problematic. However, even if sustainable logging were more lucrative I would suggest there are some other basic failings in the project you describe. 

The threat to the forest that the project wishes to address is described as “various sorts of illegal exploitation by non-local people." Thus, the threat does not come from the local communities, so any income generation - whether through sustainable logging or through compensation payments - does not directly address the threat. Presumably the idea is that local people, as custodians, would be motivated to stop the non-locals from exploiting the forest, but this depends on a whole range of other factors, such as their power to do so, the nature and strength of the need driving the exploitation, social and economic relations between insiders and outsiders, and so on. Even if the threat came from local people themselves, the appropriateness of a purely cash-based solution would depend on many broader social, cultural and political factors, as you are well aware.  […]
…neocolonialism or a “structures and processes approach”? 
Elery Hamilton Smith (Australia) - July 24
[…] [Grazia’s] comments on the Madagascar program bring home to me the persistence of neo-colonialism. Even the most sensitive and enlightened people in international aid fall so easily into knowing what is good for others, or as in your Madagascar example, pursuing their own very noble agenda without really paying enough attention to the fact that many indigenous people may know far more than we do about, e.g., sustainability. They have often pursued and achieved sustainability over many thousands of years.  
 

Let me admit that I have, over the course of my career, been guilty of exactly this failing. Looking back, I can usually quickly identify my successes - programs which have survived for 30-40 years after I helped develop them. But then there were others that fell apart within 12 months and there, on reflection, one of the causes of their failure was my enthusiasm about my own ideas.
 

Today, I walk a tight line between my vision and the wisdom of the people I am supposedly “helping”. I recall a debate back in the 1960s about the relative merits of developing program structures and processes, vis-à-vis providing program content which will supposedly supply answers to problems. I found myself forming an alliance with a group of Kibbutzim advisors and we argued strongly for the structures and processes approach (in the improvement of Thai agricultural practices in that example). I'm glad to say that was one situation where time proved us to be right. […] 
…future prospects are dim
Jose Furtado (Singapore) – July 24 
 […] Dear Taghi, you have hit the nail. I have encountered similar experiences. With all the fanfare for the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) where can we see a real prospect for improving sustainable rural livelihoods? The cultural factors that helped the East Asian tiger economies were savings, self-help, educational access, quality science education for rural youth, and somewhat an open economy and the overseas-Chinese diaspora.  However, globalization can significantly and easily distort any system due to the combination of powerful systems and covert alliances. […]
…Are we all going Nuts?

Ronald Leger (Canada) - July 24

[…] Your example, Grazia, speaks well to one of the major problems of western style development aid projects: There is very little interest in any project that does not spend most of its allocated funds in the donor countries through so-called experts, cars, housing allowances etc....The proposed 1.3 million Euro over 3 years… means 400,000 Euros per year...   That amount is barely enough to finance two foreign experts (salary, family allowances, 4X4s etc...) engaged in a very small project.  That is why  there is only a few Euros left for the so-called real beneficiaries of the project...  In my long experience inside of an Aid Agency, I know of hardly a single project that the agency would dare evaluate (even with in house evaluators) five years after the last foreign expert left the project...   Let us just imagine the damage that so-called Aid Increases (Tony Blair) will cause in the forms of lobbies and corruption initiated in donor countries, makeshift projects, etc...

“Are we all going Nuts???”  …maybe that would be a good starting point and a good sub-title for a critical open forum on Aid? […]
… under what conditions a revenue increase is a real victory over poverty and human suffering? 
Grazia Borrini-Feyerabend (Italy/ Switzerland) - July 25 

[…] Indeed the matter of aid is delicate and there is no "best way" to solve the dilemmas.  I have the greatest respect for the people I mentioned, who set up the community-based sustainable use initiatives in Madagascar.  Surely their project is better than many others (and is far from the initiatives described by Taghi, which are unfortunately too frequent). Surely I and many other members of TGER partake of the conditions and the choices that perpetuate some such projects.  Surely it is not by eliminating well-meaning projects that we can change the world for the better (what about the trillions being spent in weapons, drugs, gambling and useless CO2 emissions?).  

In addition, passing on money directly to individuals, families or communities may be far from a good solution.  A sudden increase in revenues may be associated with behaviors that may be counterproductive for human development and well being, such as increased health risks related to sexual activities, increased alcohol and drug consumption, violence and family disruption, enhanced inequities, disruptions in community solidarity, and the like.  In Tanzania some time ago it was even found out that the villages with the highest income (due to abundance coffee production) were associated with the highest infant mortality (coffee production by men was done at the cost of food production by women; men spent their revenues alone rather than to support family nutrition...). 
The conditions in which a revenue increase is a real victory over poverty and human suffering may be different in different cultures and circumstances, and are possibly far from being well understood... Possibly some TGER members have experiences and ideas in this regard?  Jocelyn suggests community funds with disbursements proportional to the monitored conservation outcome, which sounds very interesting.  Any other ideas?   
Ultimately, the conditions that perpetuate poverty are structural and global in nature, as Helen suggests.  The political economy of our world is based on those conditions...  a fact that makes it just remarkable to watch how the machine is pretending to go full blast against a condition that is at the roots of its own functioning.   […]
…communtiy-based systems have their own limitations

Bill Burch (USA) - July 25


[…] A good discussion and one that has long needed being brought to light.  We have been working with colleagues in Nepal (and elsewhere like inner city USA) since 1989 to establish the ideas and practices of community based management of their ecosystems.  And there seem to be several ideas worth exploring via systematic analysis: 
1. there is an expectation that community based systems will not reflect traditional class and caste structures; how true is that?

2. there is an expectation that community forestry strategies can serve the poorest of the rural poor [this seems to run counter to the empirical reality of natural resource dependent hinterlands everywhere -- including Northern Maine, USA-- where “outsider” folk and organizations get the gains and the locals get the leftovers and mess]; how true is that?

3. the use rights that most community based systems follow do not permit improving or sustaining the resource management system.  Without ownership, in fact,  there is no means to borrow on the fiscal capital that has been created... and thus no way that the community group might invest in activities that have higher rates of return than primary production activities.  
At the grand level there may be slippage but at the ground level there may be too much in the way of unrealistic expectations […] 
“Eradicating ‘Poverty’ or ‘the Poor’?”
Judithe Bizot (Usa/ France) – July 25

[…] I've been following this debate and found it very interesting.  The other day I talked with Majid and he would like to contribute this paper if you find it appropriate--I think it's well worth the reading.  His paper “From Aid to AIDS” also summarizes the difficulties of aid. […]

“Eradicating “Poverty” Or The Poor?” By  Majid Rahnema
…conservation funds go against the grain of many donors and ngos…  people need full information on land use options

Luca Tacconi (Italy/ Australia) - July 25
[…] Let me say that I was somewhat surprised by the note sent by Grazia because I had assumed that the issue of payments for environmental services had been internalized by most (international) conservation organizations. […]
In the early 1990s I worked on a project in Vanuatu (one of the small South Pacific states) which looked at the socio-economic aspects of setting up conservation areas in a context in which the land is owned by local people(customary ownership as they say, which can mean both ownership by families or individuals) rather than state ownership. For one protected area we set up a lease agreement between the owners of the area and the government. The government would pay an annual lease as long as the people did not clear the forest (if payments are upfront people may later decide to clear the forest, or ask for more money, as it happened in Samoa). The owners retained control over the area and could use it for their traditional activities, eg hunting. The value of the annual lease payment was based on the potential financial benefits from logging forgone by the owners so that they were not made worse off by the conservation activity (they includes they children too because the lease is paid over the long term, and logging revenues go to the current generation only).

We designed a National Biodiversity Trust Fund to ensure that money would be available in the long term to pay for the lease agreement for the specific area, and could also be expanded to include other areas. The government however did not manage to attract donors to the fund. Sad because it was rather cheap to protect areas in this way, for example to pay a lease in perpetuity on some 4,000 ha (the area mentioned above) it would have taken only a deposit in the trust fund of USD 80,000 (in 1992 money).

I think that there are two reasons why the trust fund idea never took off in the case of Vanuatu, and probably in other place.

1. Donors: the discussion has already highlighted that donors (and the companies and people of their countries) tend to prefer projects as they keep the money home. However, there are more and more donor supporting programs in which the money is spent in country to support government activities, which shows that the project mentality has weakened and that there should be more opportunities now to adopt the trust fund /environmental services payment approach (testimony to this is the fact that the when I was working for the Australian government I proposed, and was accepted, to contribute to a trust fund for biodiversity conservation in Papua New Guinea (PNG) together with GEF money.  This did not go ahead only because of disagreements between the Gov of PNG and the World Bank on forest policies, and the GEF money was not disbursed.)
2. Environmental NGOs: when I first designed and presented the Vanuatu biodiversity conservation trust fund (which was a relatively new concept at the time, at least in the Pacific, while organizations like TNC had been doing it in the US, and Conservation International started soon after), a senior figure of a major conservation organization commented that the conservation movement did not have enough money to match logging companies (that is pay compensation to local people if they do not log), so they would rather, he said, try to convince people that conservation was good for them (more on this below). This is a comment that I have heard again in different quarters, from national NGOs as well, which shows that we need to think about the influence of the conservation movement on how conservation projects have been designed, not only about the influence of the donors.

People and sustainability

One of the previous emails noted how in many situations people have been managing resources sustainably for thousand of years. I have certainly encountered communities and individuals who did not want to allow logging companies on their land. But I have also met many (and also in places where they own the land, such as Vanuatu and PNG) that are more than happy to get money from logging. Forestry/land use studies show that often timber extraction is more profitable than NTFP extraction, and that agriculture is more profitable than forestry. So many local communities/people often prefer to convert forest to agriculture (global studies put this as the main cause of forest conversion). Under these conditions, I think that we need to work with local people to establish their preferred land uses and work on environmental service payments if they would want to convert and conservation organizations prefer to conserve. I think giving them, the people, full information about the potential options they face would be the ethical course of action (again, example from PNG: staff in a conservation project funded by GEF would not discuss with local people their requests to look into building roads as this would jeopardize conservation by increasing agricultural development options).

Some of the issues I have noted above have been published in papers (I would be happy to send information) and there is a growing body of written work on environmental services values and payments, including of course IUCN work. […]
…aid should respond to the felt needs of communities

Claudine Ramiarison (Madagascar) - July 25

[…] I would like to tell my experiences on the environmental funds for local communities. Effectively, the project system does not allow direct funding of actions by local communities, so funds become insignificant in the field. ( Too many intermediaries!  Il y a trop d'intermédiaires!). The other question is also: do projects and actions correspond to the real needs of local community?  
In Madagascar, a special legislation allows the local communities to secure their access to natural resources through a contract with the state which legally owns the forest (the contract is for 3 years renewable). Local communities have traditional rights to using natural resources.  When those rights are recognized, this is useful against illegal exploitations.  
In the case of conservation and sustainable use, it is necessary to have management scheme concerted with local community, which allows identifying what real needs are. I do not know the project you mention, Grazia, but what you described is frequent in the country. I wonder if the utilization of these 1.3 millions Euros responds to a real felt need of local community - Perhaps local community would prefer another type of aid and support? I don't know. 
A trust fund is a good solution for local community to access funds that respond to their needs. Timber product is a choice among various productive resources, such as medicinal plants, fish...—which can be supported. The trust fund, in my point of view,  is a good solution that allows the local communities to get financial resources quickly, with less mediators and on the basis of their needs. Timber product is a choice among so many others. The same can apply to  medicinal plants or fisheries. The creation of a local fund may support local initiatives corresponding to sustainable use objectives. The support may be in kind , such as small machines or tools (in the case of wood exploitation) fitting the community capacity and permitting them to benefit.  Another type of support would see the market structured around local products. […]
…are  direct disbursements compatible  with “empowering communities”?

Fabien Nathan (France/ Bolivia) - July 26

Translation: Can endowment funds be reconciled with the current emphasis of donors on “empowering” the recipients?  Would endowment funds require enormous sums of money? 

  […] La discussion me semble très intéressante mais] il y a des choses que j’ai du mal à comprendre. Il me semble que beaucoup d'organisations donatrices insistent maintenant sur la "capacitation" des communautés locales. C'est devenu un leitmotif, presque idéologique. Par exemple de la [xxx] à qui j'ai soumis un projet (oralement) et qui m'a répondu: « tant que ton projet n'a pas d"empowerment" on ne peut pas te le financer, ça ne rentre pas dans nos lignes d'activité ». Et le plupart des stratégies de développement des grands donateurs que je lis insistent là-dessus. D'où ma question: comment peut-on financer des projets tels que Grazia a évoqués et avoir une doctrine de community empowerment? Serait-ce plus facile d'obtenir des fonds pour des projets énormes que pour des projets petits ou moyens, à l'image des demandes de prêts à la banque? […]
…the story of the Chepang—the other side of a dream

Purna B. Chhetri (Nepal/ Pakistan) - July 26
[…]  Greetings from Karachi.  Thanks a lot for bringing to our attention a project that reminds all of us to do something.  What you have provided is just one example of how badly projects are designed and implemented in many parts of the world.  It’s about time we got away with hypocrisies and start educating the donors.  The donors [need to] understand that serious development initiatives will require radical change in the conditions they impose along with many other factors.  Equally important is the commitment on part of the host governments to accept or reject projects/funds based on the realities on the ground.  The latter may not happen so easily as most developing nations are trapped in vicious cycles.  I would like to share with you one  experiences that really touched me.  It is about a development project in the hills of Nepal that took place some years ago.  But the content of the story is valid even today.

This story takes you to a place called Chepang where there were ten Chepang families with nearly 10 acres of land.  The Chepangs are one of the least developed (in the eyes of development workers) ethnic groups in Nepal.  They are basically hunters and gatherers, living on wild yams and fish.  There have been efforts in the past and now to turn these hunters and gatherers into economically enterprising farmers.  Due to the lack of irrigation water and highly degraded soil conditions, farming was difficult for Chepangs. Through this project in which I was involved we provided them with a very sophisticated irrigation system (inverted siphon).  Water was to be brought from a small hill facing the farms of Chepangs.  But between the main field and the source of water there was a river.  Therefore, engineers had to use inverted siphon where water from the source was brought through the pipes laid under the river.  As the height of the source was higher than the farm there was no need to pump the water up.  One of the old but wise Chepang said, “Sir, how about bringing water from a different source.  I know of one.  The source is far away but it is possible.”  This poor man’s request was totally ignored.  The construction began.  The project provided fifty percent of the cost in the form of materials and the rest had to come from the Chepangs (20% in the form of labor and 30% cash provided as loan from a development bank to buy inputs for improved farming).  Chepangs worked day and night.  For them the prospect of eating two good meals a day was a big encouragement.  After a lot of work the scheme was completed.  Water started flowing.  Different varieties of crops were grown and the surplus sold in market.  The idea of fishing and collecting wild roots and yams became a thing of the past, something that was not prestigious.  One day, on my way to their village, I met Meherman – a young Chepang leader – who was headed towards Manahari, a small market by the highway where they used to go and sell fish.  I found him in a safari suit and he looked very happy.  I said “Meherman, you are looking very good and happy.  Where are you off to?  He said “ I am off to Manahari to realize my lifetime dreams”.  I asked, “what are they?”  He said “I want to buy fish for dinner today and show my safari suit to the people in the market”.  This reply from Meherman 

was very touching and had a lot of messages.  Meherman like his forefathers had been selling fish all his life for cash income.  Therefore, buying a fish in the market was a significant elevation of his social status - a Chepang buying fish!!.  By wearing a safari suit he is now quite presentable in the eyes of so called civilized people.  Sadly, Meherman’s dream was short lived.  He and his friends had to go back to fish and wildroots.  The irrigation system stopped working as the pipes got clogged with calcium.  Repairing the system was beyond the capacity of the poor Chepangs.

This project taught me a lot of lessons.  Planning was one-sided and we did not involve the Chepangs at all.  The proposal made by the old Chepang was ignored.  There was nothing done to make sure that the Chepangs do not give up fishing (safety net).  Types of crops to be grown were decided by us.  We provided them with a dream that they could not sustain.  I am not sure how many years did it take for the poor Chepangs to pay back the loan.  It is possible that some of them may have sold the land off to pay back the loan and have gone back to forest.  I always try my best to avoid such mistakes in the projects I am involved in but must be honest in saying that i still have a long way to go before Imake significant contributions.  […]
…it is hard to meet the donors… we try to keep safety nets

Wil Maheia (Belize) - July 26 
 […] All the way over here in Central America thousands of miles from Nepal and Pakistan the exact same thing has happened… I am not sure when we are going to learn.  I hear you about educating the donors… unfortunately that is a difficult job as most of the times we do not even know who the donors are. I know that some international NGOs basically refuse for us to meet with the donors so it is hard to “educate” them, and when we do meet with them we are overshadowed by the middleman.

Your Chepangs story is a good one, Purna, and very true.. What we have done to avoid that is to simply encourage our community folks to do both… I mean, if they make it to the “level of the safari jacket” we also encourage them to keep doing what they were doing before…  Of course we would try to make that “sustainable” as before it was not always sustainable. […]
“A Critical Review of Community-Based and –Driven Development”
Lee Alexander Risby (USA) –July 26

[…]I have enjoyed reading the recent exchanges on sustainable use / the project-disease and aid.  We will soon be adding considerably to the dialogue with a forthcoming evaluation of GEF experiences of engaging communities of which Grazia and Taghi Farvar (Chair of CEESP) are well aware from our interaction at the World Conservation Congress in Bangkok last year. Therefore, I will not add anything more here.

However, take a look at the interesting World Bank Research Observer article on community-based / driven approaches published in 2004, which presents some early evaluative evidence on the most recent community participation / driven 'wave' at 1818H Street. […]
“Community-Based and –Driven Development: A Critical Review” by Ghazala Mansuri
…avoid generic criticisms … in some cases foreign experts are useful

Shah Rehman (Pakistan) - July 27

[…] The example of Madagascar provoked me to respond. For the last two decades all development projects— either grants or loan— are executed in similar way and are always criticized by the local officials and people. We have estimated that on a financial basis around 60-70 % of the total project resources go back to the experts and vehicles from donor or developed countries. The question is as to whether only financial inputs are to be included for the benefits on economic term or multiple indirect benefits are to accounted. 
Yes, in the the case of biodiversity conservation in least deteriorated situation like Madagascar, it may be fine to use endowment funds, whose profits could be utilized for income generation, training and capacity building of the communities to make them self reliant. This could be done by improved local skills and proper markets rather providing them with a chance to exploit preserved forests trees.  In most of the more vulnerable, drylands of the world, however, much has already been spoiled. The vegetation and tree covers have vanished due to human actions. The rehabilitation of these areas has to be taken as a priority and cannot be left unattended. The desertification process is accelerating and mismanagement is a major cause.   The fact that donors provide a learning process through their experts and transfer of technology and awareness creation has value (which cannot be monitored in cash) for sustainable development. The word "sustainable development" has different meaning in different places.  Major emphasis should go to conserve the existing flora first rather to wait for its the destruction and then start rehabilitation. Rehabilitation needs inputs and expertise which cost a lot.  As expertise is transferred, the high cost international consultants will be replaced  by national consultants.  .[…] 
…support indigenous communites through direct funds 
Isaac Harp (Hawaii) - July 27

[…] Aloha from Hawaii.  From this discussion over the past few weeks it has become increasingly clear that it is best to support traditional indigenous ways of life rather than attempting to change or improve them through introduction of foreign solutions, especially solutions that place indigenous communities in debt.  Well intentioned actions do not always result in the outcomes expected.  Please, always keep an open mind to input from indigenous people in all areas where assistance is offered, and always look towards potential long-term affects rather than short-term visions.

I was very excited by Grazia's example of investing funds to benefit indigenous communities through interest dividends rather than investing the funds into programs that support commercial exploitation of natural resources.  The long-term effects in that example could be increasing benefits to indigenous communities rather than increasing negative consequences as found out in many well intentioned efforts. […]
…we need long-term engagements with smaller funding for indigenous peples in payment for environmental services 
Ed Tongson (The Philippines) - July 27

[…] Hello from Manila.   I am excited to hear more about the dividend payments scheme benefiting indigenous peoples (IPs). A similar scheme is being conceptualized here which combines watershed payments for environmental services (PES) and hydroelectric payments to benefit upland IPs. Unlike traditional project funds, which are huge but short-term, what is needed are in fact long-term engagements with comparatively smaller funding support.  An endowment fund where only the interest is used is ideal.  I would wish to learn how you select the asset manager, minimum annual rate of return (ARR), portfolio size, how risks are managed and the institutional oversight that is needed. […] 
…we need  long-term environmental management funds for communties + capacity building for good governance South and North 
Rose Hogan (Ireland) - July 27 
[…] As a long-term environment and development worker in East Africa who has been engaged in facilitating increased community control of natural resources through a variety of joint and community management arrangements, I have enjoyed very much your interchange of ideas over the past few weeks.
I agree with Taghi that inefficiency and corruption are on both sides of the aid 'partnerships' which form around environmental conservation (as well as other developmental purposes). Indeed the paucity of aid for environmental purposes in the past few years is directly related to the Northern governments’ agendas to fight for oil resources (in fear of a slowing down of the fossil fuel burning machine which drives globalization!)… They have skewed their budgets to favor their war efforts over and above their development aid commitments to the South.
It seems to me that, having witnessed the flurry of attention given to debt relief and an increase in aid around the recent G8 meeting in Edinburgh, and having recently been in Rufiji delta (one of the most productive ecosystems in the world) and met again -- I  had worked there from 1998 to 2003-- some of the poorest people [in terms of all dimensions of poverty including lack of assets (natural , human, financial, physical and social), powerlessness and vulnerability]  in East Africa, every possible workable means of  lifting their status should be offered to near-resource communities. 
Cash into the near-resource communities hands - good or bad?
The argument that giving remote communities access to cash will 'corrupt' them in some way and other arguments, which I have heard both recipient government and donor officials propound regarding communities incapacities to handle new won cash, are often patronizing and should be met with challenges such as;
"Is the community level of governance more or less transparent, corrupt or inefficient than the higher levels?" 
"Let us budget for interventions (such as education in the national rules for local governance and equitable participation, basic financial and administration of public funds) to raise the local capacities for management of the communities main capital assets which are their natural resources" 
"Are you telling me that people do not know their own priorities for their development?" 
"There is 'leakage of funds in every level of government in every country in the world"
"Some people in any 'normal' population drink too much, indulge in unsafe sex, gambling, smoking and self-destructive activities". 
If a person never gets cash to manage, how will they learn to manage it? One needs the leeway to make mistakes in order to learn from them! It is my experience that a few thousand Euros have been taken as a very serious responsibility by four village governments who previously had no money and no bank accounts.  These remote communities took it very seriously. There was some corruption but they rolled some heads and moved forward and by and large did implement the environmental plans for which funding was contributed.  I am speaking about four communities that received approx. 7,000 USD each from the Equator Prize, which they won.  They are using those funds to continue implementing their plans. 

 

Large budgets and long-hauls ?
As many analyses have concluded regarding East and Southern African efforts to devolve management control to near-resource communities, such budgets need to be generous and sustained for several years. Both the small size and brevity of duration of interventions have played against long-term sustainability for the power shifts which had begun under these well-meaning projects and programs (Rufiji Environment Management Project in which I worked is an example of this). Other factors which have acted against the outright success of such interventions are;

·  resistance by  the higher levels of government to transfer powers, 

· the resource is often badly degraded when handed to/shared with the community and so the lead time to a financial return from a timber crop might be 30 years! 

Against this final point, I have found that despite the resource being degraded and being of little immediate cash value (although a lot more than 32 Euro per household, not whole community like Grazia's example from Madagascar), the communities are still very keen to take control of the resources because of the future opportunity values and the present NTFP and cultural and spiritual values which improved legal control afford to the community.

 

Endowments, trust funds, purchases on behalf of the near-resource communities and other means of making remittances to near-resource communities for wise use and conservation of the resource?
The endowment idea via trust funds in which the community can directly see the link between receiving the money and the conservation purpose of it, is a great one. The major challenge, however, is the administration of such a fund in a way that ensures delivery of the money to the near-resource communities. Previous members of this discussion (including Luca and Claudine)  have tried to tackle this issue. Depending on the legal credibility of the local institutions under national laws and governance directives, existing local governance institutions may or may not be legally able to receive such funds directly from an international source. For example in Tanzania the Village Government is a legal entity and can set up bank accounts according to its needs. Funds could be directly transferred to the Village Government which is legally charged with protection of all the natural resources within its lands. Of course the situation in other countries will be different and the best route for such funds will have to be chosen accordingly. 
Moreover, the matter is not simply finding what legal entity/institution to target for direct remittances to local communities: the whole capacity issue needs to begin to be tackled before making initial remittances. For example, hardly any village in the Coast Region of Tanzania in which I worked had a bank account of any kind and the only revenue the village governments were collecting was on behalf of the higher levels of administration. Virtually nothing of the natural resource revenues collected by a village was returning to the village. With no funds to administer, there was no experience of banking (the bank is in some cases 120 kms away), accounting or reporting to the public in a transparent manner about receipt and usage of funds. As part of the overall facilitation of village environmental management planning , financial management training and support to set up and train committees to handle funds was necessary in this case  and this is the situation with most communities (who have little formal education and 30-50% adult illiteracy) near areas of high conservation value in Tanzania as a whole.  Thus, efforts to raise community power and capacity to govern natural resources through medium to long-term project and programmes are still necessary in tandem with other means (such as endowment, trust funds, payments on contractual leases for commercialized use, or simple remittances by individual 'friends', tourists, improvement of access to business and marketing information, technical information about adding value, alternative livelihood options, to markets  etc.).

 

 So what overall conclusions ?
 Some of the things which are happening in the world are 'nuts' , but this discussion group and many conservation and development aid people who see what is truly happening on the ground and care about it are not gone 'nuts'.

 

We have never been in such a good situation in terms of information about the world's natural resources and the socio-economic aspects of their management. Despite the crazy decisions of major world leaders there are ever strengthening lobbies - albeit some naive ones-, especially in the North to push the powermongers to improve the share of wealth in the world. Major disasters are waking-up planners and leaders to the threats (albeit to themselves) of climate change and world leaders have begun to listen to the scientists. 

 

We environment and development personnel need to seize the opportunities to get the new aid, promised from the recent G8 agreement at Edinburgh, directed to sustainable environmental management efforts and to encourage direct disbursements to near-resource communities while at the same time contributing to capacity raising for good governance of natural resources at all levels of government South and North (for example avenues for local participation in management of common /publicly owned natural resources in my home country, Ireland, are quite limited and there are many reasons to criticize the Irish government, the eighth richest in the world, for a negligent attitude to the environment both in its own and others jurisdictions So there is work to be done in Ireland as well as in its recipient countries. Since Canada has been mentioned in this discussion I note that the Canadian government aid programme in Tanzania CIDA has no specific environmental adviser in that country). The present shifts in partnership arrangements between donor and recipient governments need to be challenged with advice from the recipient governments' natural resource personnel. The recent move to make JAS's (Joint Assistance Strategies) agreements whereby all donor funds are pooled into one fund managed by the recipient government's central finance ministry could have negative impacts in terms of access to funds by recipient countries' Natural Resource Department /Ministry.

 

At the same time, as suggested during this discussion, we can challenge the whole donor-recipient paradigm at the international policy level. We can inform the popular, though sometimes naive, lobbies about the realities on the ground in a way which gives them positive options for which to argue when they challenge world leaders.  […]
…building the strengths, options and governance of communities is key and NGOs work on that… yet their work remains “invisible” 
Margaret Jacobsohn (Namibia) - July 27 

[…] I have been following this debate with great interest and have a small input, based on 15 years of implementing community-based natural resource management in Namibia.
In discussing the ludicrous Madagascar project Grazia brought to our attention - indeed a prime example of donor madness - some of us have talked about the merits of funding going directly to communities, of trust funds being set up for communities etc, rather than costly 'projects'. In principle, what sane person could disagree - but I am concerned about an underlying assumption that communities' are well organized, structured groups with uncorrupt leadership and with the capacity to just step up and accept large amounts of funding and equitably distribute/use this. Experience in so-called rural development in Southern Africa and elsewhere in the world teaches us that initially communities find it harder to manage and equitably distribute collective money than to earn it; that all too often money going to 'communities' ends up benefiting only those who are richer and most powerful within that community. I can cite a number of Namibian examples.

Without a major capacity building effort within such communities, and without some sort of transparent and accountable structure, embedded and in place (not the same thing) within a community, such money almost always does little real collective good. We need donor money to be spent on building up the skills and capacity of communities themselves, not to run projects or trust funds, but to know their options, to form suitable local structures to integrate the best of traditional knowledge with the best of modern technology and knowledge, to make decisions about improved management of natural and other resources, to implement these decisions, to engage with central political leadership and thus to drive their own development.

In the medium term, most communities need a technical support structure to achieve the above and to truly link economic and social development to conservation. But sadly, much of this sort of work - usually done by NGOs - is invisible: the old product versus process issue. Add the fact that real change takes a decade or two to root itself, not the three to five years project cycle donors use. And so many donors continue to play their short-term, short sighted games, in spite of millions of trees-worth of discussion, debate, rhetoric, conferences, papers, Phds etc. on these topics. […]
…not all conservation needs foreign funding… communities can conserve their mangroves
Antonio Claparols (The Philippines) - July 28  

 […] I would like to share with you some good news from the Philippines, where not all conservation work needs foreign funding and the community can do the work 
The Philippines had approximately 444,890 hectares of mangrove swamps in the 1970s. According to the Bureau of Forest Development, from 1973 to 1977 an average annual reduction of 2,439 hectares was recorded. Today the total mangrove forest is much less, and it continues to be felled and destroyed. The Ecological Society of the Philippines (ESP) advocates that it must be protected nationwide, also against destruction by mining and soil erosion due to illegal logging and is maintaining and protecting a pristine mangrove forest in Talisay City in the province of Negros Occ.   The mangrove forest covers the coast of Talisay.  ESP is also planting new mangroves and carrying outs environmental education on the benefits of mangrove forest.  This has been an on-going local initiative without the help of any foreign assistance.  We are proud of it. We will continue to plant and protect the mangrove swamps of Talisay. The estuary of the Mata-bang River has been conserved due to this effort! 
…funds at various coordinated levels… the communities should choose the support they need… funds should be renewable 
Vololoniaina Rasoarimanana (Madagascar) - July 28   

[Basic translation: Vololona notes that the key issue are not the foreign intermediaries… as the same problems can occur with national intermediaries.  She then describes in precious detail another case of aid-supported community initiative in Madagascar, where funds are channeled in part at local individual and group level (microfinancing) and in part to communities as whole.  With another donor, the same national NGO with whom she works supports activities at the municipal and higher level in the same area. She stresses that different but interlocked needs have to be tackled together. The local process is also remarkable as the communities identify their own needs and ask for the type of support they wish to receive and from whom (they receive proposals and biddings).  They manage their own funds for their own capacity building.  For the moment, the issue that Vololona still sees as unresolved is the fact that the funds for the communities are not yet capable of generating other resources, they are still “sinking funds”…Possibly they could be made renewable and sustainable in the future…]
[…] Au vu des nombreuses réactions par rapport à la note de Grazia, j'aimerai partager quelques expériences et réflexions en cours à Madagascar actuellement, concernant le financement local du développement ou de la conservation.

 

1°) Nous sommes conscients de la déperdition des moyens qui vont vers les intermédiaires : ONGs et prestataires de services internationaux, mais cela pourrait se reproduire aussi avec les institutions nationales. En effet, les études d'experts et ateliers entre responsables d'institution, même effectués par des nationaux, mais avec la même approche, n'incluant pas les concernés directs, risque d'aboutir aux mêmes résultats.
2°) Avec un programme de développement rural financé par un bailleurs de fonds bilatéral, nous pratiquons, ce que nous appelons "l'inversion des flux de responsabilité et de finance". Les groupements de base ou communautés rurales, par exemple une communauté qui a reçu son contrat de gestion de forêt, identifient elles-mêmes leurs besoins pour aboutir à leurs objectifs, par exemple, "conserver la forêt, mais effectuer des activités génératrices de revenus plus rentables". Il est important que le programme ne pose pas de limite de domaines d'intervention a priori, comme seulement l'exploitation ou la valorisation durable des ressources, mais est ouvert à d'autres activités de développement qui concourrent au développement et à la conservation ou la gestion durable des ressources. L'objectif est que les communautés gèrent elles-mêmes leurs projets et leurs financements. Selon leurs capacités et besoins, elles sont accompagnées dans l'action et la gestion, de façon plus ou moins  intensive.
3) Avec un programme de développement local financé par un autre bailleurs de fonds, nous travaillons dans les mêmes régions, avec la même philosophie, mais en prenant comme maîtres d'ouvrage les communes qui sont les plus petites structures administratives décentralisées à Madagascar. Un fonds d'environ  2 000 000 euros est partagé entre les communes d'une région qui présentent un programme de 3 ans de 50 000 à 100 000 euros qui sont versés dans leurs propres comptes et sont gérés par elles-mêmes.
4) Le budget d'accompagnement des communes dans une région est limité à une somme gérée par l'organisme d'accompagnement et dont la valeur est de 30 % des 2 millions d'euros. (L'organisme d'appui était recruté par appel d'offre international, et nous, une ONG nationale, en collaboration avec une ONG internationale et des ONG locales, avons obtenu 3 mandats sur 9). 

5) Un autre fonds est alloué aux intercommunalités pour des actions dépassant le cadre d'une commune comme la gestion des bassins versants, des forêts, lacs, les routes, les sources d'énergie intéressant plusieurs communes. Pour les compétences de niveau supérieur comme la région, un autre mécanisme est à voir.

6) Qu'est ce qu'on en tire ? Rien n'est facile et personne n'a la recette idéale. Ce mécanisme de séparation des fonds à allouer aux individus ou groupements (microfinance), aux communautés, aux communes ou aux intercommunalités et leurs acccompagnements respectifs semble nécessaire pour respecter le principe de subsidiarité tout en facilitant l'inferface entre les différents niveaux. Par ailleurs, le budget d'accompagnement est limité à environ 30%(variable)  pour éventuellement les échanges, le suivi, l'évaluation, les formations ainsi que les expertises locales, nationales ou internationales

7) Ces fonds locaux versés directement aux "propriétaires ou maîtres d'ouvrage" des actions sont cependant des "sinking fund" provenant des bailleurs de fonds. La prochaine étape est de voir à ces différents niveaux les mécanismes de financement durable qui pourraient alimenter ces comptes : taxes ou ristournes à partir d'activités génératrices de revenus ou des services environnementaux...Est-ce que une partie des fonds alloués pour le carbon fund ou pour la conservation de la biodiversité pourrait aller dans ce sens, tout en sachant qu'un service d'accompagnement de proximité selon les besoins est nécessaire ? […]
various resources about endowment funds  ... funds can be multipurpose ... need flexiblity, transparency &  accountability 
Luca Tacconi (Italy/ Australia ) - July 28 

[…]I have received several messages from people interested to learn more about environmental services payments. I list some good web sites below.

http://www.conservationfinance.org/
http://www.ecosystemmarketplace.com/
http://www.katoombagroup.org/
A useful recent review by Sven Wunder at CIFOR can be downloaded at http://www.cifor.cgiar.org/publications/pdf_files/OccPapers/OP-42.pdf
The following publication detailing some of the work in Vanuatu I referred to in my previous message can be downloaded from my web page (http://apseg.anu.edu.au/staff/ltacconi.php).
Tacconi, L., and J. Bennett 1995. ‘Biodiversity conservation: The Process of economic assessment and establishment of a protected area in Vanuatu’, Development and Change, 26(1): 89-110

For a 1998 review of the GEF experience with trust funds go to http://www.gm-unccd.org/FIELD/Multi/GEF/GEFtrust.pdf
I would also like to point out that trust funds (or endowment funds) can be used for a variety/multiple purposes. They can be used to provide direct cash benefits to local communities (and the payments could be made to individuals, families, clans, village organizations etc), as well as to pay for capacity building activities, maintenance expenditures, marketing studies for NTFPs and so. The important issue is to structure the deed or constitution of the fund in a way that allows the various uses, flexibility to change how to use the funds, but above all accountability and transparency in the investment and use of the funds. […]
…to conserve biodiversity we must first resolve the socio-economic issues of the poor   

Altaf Hussain (Pakistan) - July 30
 […]  If we really want to conserve biodiversity we must resolve the socio-economic issues of the local people. Being involved in conservation, I have realized that conservation, good governance and democracy all these are the buzz words being used to keep people active for some good cause. As a matter of fact these concepts have been perceived and interpreted differently in North and South, developed and under developed countries, and among rich and poor. A huge amount of funds are being used in South Asia to strengthen democracy and ensure good governance but no encouraging results have been achieved so far. Same in conservation and environmental protection, a few exceptional success stories in some selected localities are not enough to stop and reverse the fast degradation process of natural resources and extinction of rare species. I can say people’s priority is the main constraint. A common person considers food as the top priority, than shelter and social security. Without food and shelter one can not even think of democracy and a human friendly environment. Common people in developed countries have access to adequate food, shelter and social security, apparently they are more conscious about democracy, good governance and environment as compare to the people in under developed countries especially in rural areas. […]
…sustainable use of natural resources and well-timed support can help communities… is this a dream? 
Jaques Pollini (France/ Madagascar) - August 3 

[…]I work for the organization that did set-up this project that Grazia originally mentioned from Madagascar. All these comments (which we earlier had "live" with Grazia) were very helpful for us. I will add here my own opinion:

 

There are two issues in the discussion :

- the cost of such projects, in relation with the benefits for the community,

- the concept of direct payment or conservation subsidy.

 

For the first, I completely agree that such expensive projects make little sense, because whatever is their result, it cannot be extrapolated to a larger scale. Due to excessive cost, the approaches can be criticized whether they make sense in themselves or not.

 

For the second, I completely agree that the benefit for the community is very low and that it would make more sense to put the money on a trust fund and distribute interest rates to the community. But if we say this we fallow back in the same problem, namely we cannot afford to replicate the solution.  So, how can we support a sound approach at very low cost? Let me  dream that we can…   
Concerning the project cost, imagine a protected area managed by a permanent team. This team and its organization would be paid with money donated for conservation purpose. If this same organization delivers cutting authorization to the communities, with quota compatible with the sustainable use of this resource (which in our case is actually about 0.8 trees per hectare and per year), then the cost of implementing this would be just the additional cost of managing and controlling this cutting authorization delivery system, and would be far lower than the 1.3 millions euros of the "perfect" project. I believe that it would be worth to test this. 

 

Concerning the benefits for the community : let' start from the 32 euros benefit. The "perfect" project uses very expensive "perfect" stickers for marking the trees. Believe it or not, they said that without these stickers, the benefit would be 60 euros per family and per year ! Control could be done by other ways, especially if the system is implemented in a protected area (which has a better control infrastructure than an ordinary forest).

 

If the trees are cut just before the Malagasy national day (June 26), the community could use the money to buy its first necessity product (new clothes, etc...) and have fun, instead of selling rice at very low price to fulfill these necessities  and then , 6 months later, have to buy back rice for twice this price. The opportunity benefit would be twice this 60 euros (let's say about 100 dollars as this is just an estimate). This is not anecdotic. Many communities of Eastern Madagascar, if not most, actually sell rice for about 20 euros before the national day, and have very little other incomes the rest of the year (except by cutting trees in a non sustainable manner !).

 

Last point : the issue of exploiting the forest is not only economic. It is also ethical and of self-respect.  Farmers who could cut a few trees in a protected area, even if they would get a small amount of money for it, would acquire a better social standing .

 

Thus, in the current economic system, forest communities (who are among the most marginalized people), can generate a significant income generated by cutting trees in a sustainable way.. There have been some surveys trying to estimate how much money farmers could expect to receive in compensation of not clearing a forest (and not just for not cutting a few trees). These estimates are around 100 or 150 dollars per year per household.

 

Furthermore, cutting trees doesn't impede to receive subsides in addition. With a sustainable use of the resources, the carbon is still there and a trust fund can be set on behalf of that. Estimates show that Malagasy forest store a minimum of about 100 tons of carbon per hectare. If we sell this carbon (if some day the carbon market accepts to consider destocking avoidance and not only storage, or if the donors accept to pay for keeping it, considering that it is cheaper and more efficient than the current approaches) then a one billion dollar trust fund could generate about 80 millions dollars per year to pay 600 000 Malagasy households (150 USD per year for each) for not clearing the about ten millions of remaining forests. Bill Gates alone, or its foundation, could pay for that ! And if it would not work, he would get the money back, losing the interest rate only. But this is a maximum cost hypothesis, as the core of big forest patches would not need subsides, as I don't think there are 600 000 households living in and around the Malagasy forests, and as the sustainable use of forest products (cutting 0.8 trees per hectare for 30 euros, but also exploiting non timber forest products) could reduce the amount of compensation payment.

 

In conclusion, I believe that all tools can concur to set-up the best management approach. Organizations in charge of managing the biodiversity on the field should be the ones to choose among these tools according to the constraints of the context.

 

But this was a dream… as poor forest farmers don't have the power to attract the benefits (such as carbon funds) that could result from conservation and sustainable exploitation ! State authorities usually advocate for sustainable forest exploitation and against pure conservation, but for the benefit of powerful people rather than for communities.  […]
…basic needs, good governance and the consciousness of rights and responsibilities 
Rose Hogan (Ireland) - August 5

[…] I agree fully with Altaf, it is just a pity that the reasons for near-resource communities' poverty and food insecurity are often bad governance, inequitable rights to the resources & lack of democracy in their distribution. Also their livelihoods are often threatened when the conserved species trample their crops and kill their breadwinners ...while government leaders focus on the tourism and hunting values of those species and are reluctant to pay the true costs to the near-resource communities. 

 

I agree that the people's priority is THE priority but think that their issues need to be tackled in a concerted way at all levels and by all means possible including striving for good governance through, among other initiatives, facilitation of increased consciousness of rights and responsibilities at the local level.
When one is too hungry or too poor (and so is marginalised) to fight for one's rights, is it incorrect for others, who are better fed, to become advocates of a better deal for the marginalised ? In my experience in Ireland and Tanzania, it is often up to the 'outsider' to raise the issues with/for marginalised or less aware people (sometimes rich and well fed but ignorant of the dangers of major developments). Such efforts are often successful. 
I think the jury is out on whether the well fed people of rich countries are more or less conscious of democracy, good governance or the environment. Ireland, the eight or ninth richest country of the world has a population which creates the most personal waste of all 25 European countries and don't seem to care about the millions which are being spent on legal tribunals to clarify which leaders have been the most corrupt governors in their time.[…]
… contracts about specific results for both communtiy groups and external supporters 

Vivienne Solis (Costa Rica) - August 6
[…] We are putting in practice in Costa Rica and with artisan fishermen and fisherwomen communities the idea of supporting local participation in the implementation of certain activities.  These activities are part of projects approved by donors but reorganized in what we call “concerted plans of action”.  Let me make un  example: if some people from the community want to take in their hands the responsibility for implementing a specific activity (for example cleaning the beach) they sign an agreement ("carta de entendimiento") with the relevant parties (in this case our two cooperatives).  We agree on the time that needs to be spent doing the work, when this will happen and whether it will be done in an individual or collective way.

According to the type of work selected, the cooperative compensate for the time not spent in fishing (their major source of income), which is monitored and discussed at the end.  Also ourselves-- technicians and external supporters who prepare reports, facilitate meetings, etc. – are acknowledged and paid according to the work we do.

We have had a very interesting experience with the monitoring of activities and we have been able to focus the discussion on the importance of those activities for the good of the community and the process and not necessarily for their economic value.   Evaluation has been sincere and honest, strong and serious.  The local organization is open to other members of the community to express where they want to participate in the process.  We have now signed close to 10 cartas de entendimiento and we are now suggesting that payments will have to be done against a specific product that will be presented at the end of each year in their general assembly.

We do not know if this is the answer, still there are many things to solve: -more information to the community on how the system works and how we can sustained it in the long term, more participation of others not only those in decision making positions, etc, but we believe it is at least a different way of doing things (more an "agreement" and a process of implementing project).  As has already mention in the discussion, usually resources are taken for external consultants and nothing reaches the base. Of course there is still along way to go, but we all should keep trying out solutions to these problems […]
…what type of contracts?  

Margareth Jacobsohon (Namibia) – August 8  
 […]Dear Vivienne, I would much appreciate more information about /local/ social organization in the interesting example you describe - i.e. how are the local people themselves organized? With whom do you, as outsiders, interface - are the cooperatives you mention these bodies? […]
…the third aid paradigm may tell us that “the problems” are with the donors rather than with the receivers 

Jacques Pollini (France/ Madagascar) - August 10 
[…]  The Aid Paradigm ! I am very happy to be member of that List Serv that question the Aid Paradigm!   Can we guess what the next aid paradigm will be?
The first one was technical (top down technological transfer; "white elephants" such as highways in the desert and "key in hand" Sugar Plants. It forgot to see what the reality is made of.

The second one is "methodological", using more and more complex socio-economic tools to make diagnosis, to favor "participation", "concertation". We are in it but there are some efforts to escape from it. It also fails to see the reality, because the reality is not only the people we target, but is also ourselves.

The third (hopefully coming) may arise from more reflexives and deconstructivist analysis of the aid system made by development anthropologists and political economists. It is quite advanced in the academic sphere (key readings have been available for over 10 years) but not yet in the aid system (just count how many development anthropologists and political economists have key positions in aid agencies and projects !). Let's hope the new paradigm will tell us more about what the reality actually is in the big picture.  Most aid implementers may not wish to have anything to do with this, however, as it says that the problem is in the donors rather than in the  "receivers".[…]
…whose interests are being served in the aid process?  Are aid institutions perpetuating themselves by never fulfilling their mission? 
Jim Igoe – (United States/ Kenya) - August 11

[…] All of us who have been working in conservation and development know that it is very easy to see what's going wrong, and it usually has to do with big projects, with lots of overhead, that really seem to make no sense in terms of their stated objectives.  

It is also easy to suggest ways to do things in ways that would cost less and have more concrete outcomes, both in terms of community benefit and in term of biodiversity conservation.  When USAID and the World Bank began hiring anthropologists to work in development, in some ways it seemed a rather straightforward proposition.  Over the years, however, it became increasingly clear that it was not. Even leaving big bureaucracies out of it for a moment, in my own work I have seen many examples of projects gone awry, community needs misconstrued, and tons of money needlessly wasted on all kinds of useless overhead.

This all revolves around Grazia's point: “For people like us who have been laboring for a long time on the complex conditions of biodiversity conservation and sustainable use this kind of realization does not come easily.  Yet, can someone explain why the first project (sustainable use of timber)- with its corollary of expensive cars, experts, studies, changed lifestyles, health risks for the workers and what else- would be better for conservation (and poverty alleviation) than the second option (the community conservation rent)?   All over the rich North there are plenty of people who are willing to contribute money so that the biodiversity of the world, including the lemurs of Madagascar and their habitats, are left in peace.  Could it be that the problem is that such money is spent in all sorts of intermediary ways but rarely if ever reaches the relevant communities?” 

This is exactly the problem, and it is also the rub.  Everyone in conservation knows this.  To call it an open secret would be an understatement.  Its not even a secret, but it is considered very bad form to bring it up in many contexts (the World Conservation Congress for instance).  

Resolving this central dilemma of conservation and development is the central challenge facing all of us who are committed to developing more effective and equitable approaches.  

As Michel Foucault pointed out, an institution may not be doing the things that it is publicly meant to do.  Prisons don't reform criminals.  Schools don't educate children.  International development agencies haven't modernized the entire world.  Big conservation NGOs may be undermining their own missions of protecting biodiversity.  These critiques are not unfamiliar to social scientists working in and around institutions meant to promote the common good.

Foucault further said, if these institutions aren't doing what they were meant to do, they must continue to exist because they are doing something that serves someone's interests.  Here we must look very carefully at why these kinds of things seem so sustainable in spite of the fact that they rarely achieve what they claim that they will achieve, and what kinds of stories go with this process.  How are the projects conceptualized, justified, reported upon, etc.  What kind of language is used, what is permissible to say, and in what context.   

This is an especially important question for large organizations who take money from people in the Global North to solve problems in the Global South. When people reach for their check books, they usually don't do so because someone told them that the problem they are concerned about is complex and will be difficult to solve.  They want to hear that the problem they are concerned about is very pressing, but is as easy to solve as the time it takes to write a check.  This problem is exacerbated by the fact that lots of different organizations are competing with each other for that same check, which means that each must appear to be the one with the magic wand that will solve the problem.  In between the person reaching for their credit card in Sydney or Toronto, and the people they believe will benefit in Madagascar or Indonesia lies all the rigmarole that Grazia is talking about.  The problem here, is that this rigmarole makes possible the illusion that wealthy people can solve world problems by writing a check or typing their credit card number into a web site, while continuing to live lifestyles that are wholly unsustainable.  Here is a large part of the problem that we are up against.

Finally, we must always ask: "whose interests are being served in the process?"  Penetrating this problem is a much taller order than simply pointing out how inefficient a particular project is, and how much better it could be if we simply did x, y, and z.  However, I think it is a necessary step if we are truly committed to creating real alternatives to business as usual.  […]
…aid is just not what it used to be 
Antonio Claparols (The Philippines) - August 12

[…] In the past USAID and the Peace Corps volunteers would help us in doing biodiversity conservation, they would help the poor and we could rely on them for real and genuine assistance. Today USAID has changed and is promoting GMOs amongst other evils. 

The World Bank, which was created to help nations get back on their feet after the war, has also changed. Today it promotes funding for large dams, mining, GMOs and anything that makes the poor south and third world poorer.  We have to follow their dictates and IMF prescriptions only to get poorer and poorer and also lose our biodiversity. The Big NGOs have got funding from the bad side of the private sector and have lost their focus on their mission.  Many are being used to promote what their donors want: bioprospecting and patenting life forms for their use at the expense of the poor south. They need to suffer from calamities before they realize the veracity of what we are talking about. They may issue a check [for aid] but they continue their wasteful lifestyles. It is only a matter of time until they realize that aid is in vain as the earth continues to degrade. [..]
Look at the floods in China and India, the forest fires in Indonesia, Spain and France.  How can we all be so blind? There are good people out there, and many from the private sector, who take it upon themselves as part of their corporate responsibility to enhance and protect biodiversity.   But these few good people are endangered, as they are swamped and eaten by the ones who control the world economy and lust for power.   In the end, however, we will overcome.  I believe we should  just do what we have to do, and not sacrifice our principles and values.  […]

“the scourge of interest rates” 
Antonio Claparols (The Philippines) – August 12

[…] I am posting  this to the group as it has a lot to do with what Grazia and the rest have been talking about. There are several avenues to funding, the community based local trading system (LETS) approach is a good example. I hope you find it of interest.
“The Scourge of Interest Rates” by Jeremy Wakeford
…we are finally doing environmental research with indigenous peoples 
Elery Hamilton Smith (Australia) –  August 14  

[…] It is no doubt very belated, but Australian whitefella scientists have at last learned to involve the Aboriginal people in research and action for the environment. Many had recognised their knowledge of the land, but had not taken positive enough action to give them the opportunity to contribute to or to work as professionals in environmental research. 

 

But the tide is turning. The most recent issue of Ecos, an excellent magazine that reports on the ecological programs of the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research, is largely devoted to their very important achievements. It both provides an overview of the special character of their understandings and contribution and describes two particularly important programs. The first is the use of traditional Aboriginal husbandry to control weed invasion of the famous Kakadu wetlands, while the second is the biodiversity survey of the coastal ocean.

 

I find this movement very exciting. One of my childhood mentors was a wonderful man called David Unaipon (whose portrait appears on our $50 note) and I have long since argued that we should give much more attention to the wisdom of the Aboriginal people. Now, at last, we are seeing their rapidly increasing involvement in, and contribution to, environmental management. 

 

So do look at Ecos:  open www.publish.csiro.au/ecos  Click on the words “Latest Issue” and you can download any of the contents.  The key papers on Aboriginal Involvement are on pages 3, 7, 10-19.
…we don’t need aid, we need solidarity:  people and organizations that work and fight side by side against the system that reproduces poverty and environmental destruction 
Ileana Valenzuela (Guatemala) – August 15

[...] The discussion about the dilemmas of aid is very important, because you are taking about something very close to the source of our problems and to the causes of our incapacity to build our own future and a more just society.  How can we employ resources in constructive rather than sestrcutive ways?  I am going to talk about some generalities, as it is obvious that not all people are the same, and that some honest and serious persons who work on development believe in what they do and try to do their best.  Then I am going to share with you some reflections of the Grupo Solidario de Accion y Propuesta de Peten (GSAPP).

When I came back to Guatemala, five years ago, I was very aware (theoretically) of corruption and of the fact that "aid" is not for the poor people of our countries, but for: 
1) an elite of politicians and "developers" across the world and in the poor countries themselves;

2) the rich countries that make their industries and their agriculture work by linking aid with the obliged purchase of their products in the poor countries; and
3) the dominant classes (national and international) who can politically control peoples with this aid.

Now, I put it to the proof myself. In almost all local NGOs I have not found a genuine interest in communities.  Even communities’ leaders find the way of transforming aid in their own business. I confirmed that aid is a modus vivendi for many people and doesn't help the communities, but makes them more passive and disillusioned (they don’t want any more to participate or they only work if you give them something). As an example, in the NGO where I worked for almost two years (thinking, naïvely, that they were interested in my project of an alternative rural strategy for Peten), when the project finished the "director" in Guatemala city put all the vehicles (several motobikes, a car and a little truck for improving the local market of community's products) in his own name.  Now that the project is over, he took the truck for himself, leaving the people without anything to transport theirs products. This is only one example.

But that is not the problem, even if corruption exists at all levels. The real problem is that aid and conservation are inserted in a system of domination and exploitation that works not for the population’s happiness or well being, but for making money and accumulating capital and producing, at the same time, hunger, poverty and environmental destruction. The last are not causes but the result of the same system's socioeconomic objectives, as a whole, and the way it works. It is every day more clear that democracy, equity, human rights and conservation are not compatible with capitalism development, even if for years we try to prove the contrary. There is a deep contradiction between making money and satisfying people's needs or respecting nature - you can't have both.

The problem is that this system only works through destruction and degradation not only in poor countries, but even in industrial countries, and is putting human beings’ existence in danger. The problem is that huge quantities of resources in the world are utilized for destruction, with the only intent of maintaining and reproducing the dominant class and the dominant elite in power (at national and international levels). 

The problem is not whether the "aid" has to go to the governments or to the people or if we have to create a trust fund or not. The problem is determining the objectives of aid: to get people out of poverty by building a different system, different social relations and different relations with nature or to reproduce the system by making people believe that they can get out of poverty and conserve their resources within the actual system? 
We don’t need any more aid which reproduces the same system and conducts us to our own destruction.  We need people and organizations aware of the fact that they and their children are as menaced (environmentally and socially) as we are in the "third world". We don’t need aid, we need solidarity, people and organizations that work and fight side by side with us, in our own countries and in the rich countries as well. We don’t need big funds channeled to governments but adequate funds channeled to people (I agree with Grazia that in the actual system it is, almost always, far from a good solution to give money directly to people, as corruption is almost always there). But, I believe that another world only can be built if power is on the hands of people (as long as they are honest and well organized people, they work for their communities, are conscious of the way in which the actual system works and of the new system they want to build, and as long as they built adequate mechanisms to control their resources and activities).
People have to conquer their own power as power is, never ever, going to be a gift. We cannot put ourselves over the people.  We can only share with them our experiences and our knowledge and try to find with them the solutions.  We only can participate as a part of the world community, working hand with hand with people, and not as experts who come from outside to "help the communities". [This is so] because we have been trained to reproduce the system and we do not have the recipes to construct a better one.

All of us, together with the communities, have to built other ways of financing projects and of building the future with the collaboration of conscious people in the rich countries and the collaboration of people inside the same poor country. Why not? We are all in the same boat (as French people said). It is for that, what you are discussing is very important for us. It doesn't matters if aid comes as usual, if you give money directly to the local people or if you build a fund, if we continue working in the same system the results will be the same. Corruption, pollution and waste, violence and criminality will go on. People will continue to be cheated and many illusions will continue to be lost. 

We are in GSAPP thinking about how to build solidarity funds [so that we are] not  always dependent on "aid".  These funds have to be controlled by the communities themselves, and constituted with the participation of conscious people, urban or rural, national or foreigners, riches, middle classes or poor. All the people who are tired of water pollution, toxic wastes, poverty, hunger, wars, climatic change dangers, etc., and are disposed to work together and to lift away, at least a little, superfluous consumerism and unsustainable lifestyles, in order to constitute the solidarity funds. All the people who are disposed to participate on the constitution of the funds and on their social control, not as charity but as conscious, responsible and compromised people who participate to the change process in their own families, communities and countries as well. Then, the condition for the constitution and viability of each of these funds is that they have to be a complementary element of a more general strategy of social change at world level, in which the objectives would not be making money (with huge and costly projects) or to maintain a privileged elite around the world, but social and environmental objectives that benefit the majority of the population. 

This is easy to say. but very difficult to apply. We have to start little by little depending on our own limits and possibilities. Each of us, in the place where he or she is can contribute. Some of the problems we have to resolve are then:

1) Actual aid is inserted in structures that avoid to back up the community's projects, that really want to change things and would benefit the majority of the population, and not only some elite (even community's elite). Cooperation and aid aren't interested in changing the word (which means they aren't really interested on finishing with hunger, poverty, unemployment and environmental destruction); 

2) Development and progress reproduce the industrialized countries’ societies, the consumerism, the possession of material things and the waste. Even if under the present system poor countries are not improving and rich countries are becoming each day more unable of satisfying their population needs. Even if each day the number of poor and hungry people increases in not "developed" and "developed" countries as well;

3) People protest about all the problems of the system but they are not disposed to engage themselves in a social change processes, maybe because they are not completely aware that their own survival is menaced, or because they are afraid of losing what they have;

4) Some conscious people, even in the communities, are aware of what aid has meant. They are afraid of being cheated again, and they are not disposed to participate any more;
5) Consumerism is a very deep social-prestige habit, even for the poor, and people (including ourselves) are not disposed to reduce it because they don’t know how to substitute it for an other more enjoyable and beneficial way of living.  They think there are not alternatives;

6) [Communities do not have] mechanisms to control money use at all the levels - there is huge corruption and impunity over the world.

7) There is not a world force capable of pressing governments and transnational enterprises to put their money and resources toward resolving environment and social problems, instead of wasting it on arms, wars, etc. Social change is a huge long term project and we are going to need all these resources to regenerate what has been already destroyed and to construct a new society. 

We have a huge task in front of us. Make aware people of the urgency of building multiple solidarity fronts (and funds) instead of "aid". Find mechanisms for communties to control the use and application of funds at all levels, (as actual mechanisms are, generally, a farce or a fiction in which corrupt people always find their way). Organize people who want to build another society and who take over themselves the compromise of building another way of working together. 

For the moment the GSAPP is going to receive US$5,000 (another 5,000 in September 2006) from the Darrell Posey Fellowships for Ethnoecology and Traditional Resource Rights. It is not to much money if you think that our objective (very ambitious) is to build an alternative rural development in Peten, but it is a very important sum if you think that this is all we have, and is  going to allow us to continue with our activities in the communities . The Darrell Posey Fellowships is going to give us this money as a grant and accept our project with any condition, which is a great thing for us. 

I hope that in the near future we are going to be able of find the resources necessary to continue our project in a larger scale, as communities are becoming aware of the necessity of another way of agriculture (another type of rural development) to resolve their huge problems and to construct their own future. That depends on the work that we are going to do together with the communities, but it depends too on the solidarity net we can construct. If people who work on development and conservation become aware of the importance of changing the traditional aid for a more “solidaire” (solidarity-based) and engaged form of work with the communities; If we start to make people conscious, in our own countries, of the necessity of pressing the financial donors to change the structures and objectives of "aid"; If we could create a people's power, in poor and rich countries, to put pressure on international agencies and governments to destine resources to people's funds and projects; If people who give or receive money start to engage themselves in the construction of another world, then maybe we are going to be capable of changing things. 
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