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I. Introduction

INGOs in Vietnam

More than 600 international non-governmental organisations (INGOs) have now established ties with Vietnam, and INGO programmes reach all 64 provinces and centrally administered cities in the country. The Government of Vietnam estimates that INGOs disbursed around $220 million in 2007. 

The major focus of INGO assistance in the area of human development in Vietnam includes: 

· poverty reduction;

· social equality, with a particular focus on poor, isolated and vulnerable groups, including ethnic minorities, women and children;

· HIV and AIDS;

· environmental sustainability;

· disaster preparedness and response; 

· capacity development; and  

· increasing people's participation and promoting democracy, particularly at the grassroots level, and civil society strengthening.

INGOs support both governmental and non-governmental partners in Vietnam, seeking to support Vietnam’s efforts to balance the major objectives of simultaneously combating poverty and integrating more fully into the global economy. 

INGOs have a strong commitment to information-sharing, partnerships and coordination. This can be seen through the VUFO-NGO Resource Centre (NGO RC) and its associated working groups, as well as through wider government-donor-NGO partnership groups and other initiatives. 

The following elected INGO Representatives will participate in the 2007 End-Year CG Meeting:

· Jeremy Stoner Country Director / Save the Children UK;

· Kim N. B. Ninh, Country Representative, The Asia Foundation; 

· Phan Van Ngoc, Country Director / ActionAid Vietnam; 

· Stephen Price-Thomas Country Programme Manager / Oxfam Great Britain.

Preparation of the Statement

This statement reflects the outcome of two consultation meetings held during November with both international and Vietnamese NGOs and networks concerning policy and development issues relating to the agenda of the End-Year Consultative Group Meeting in December 2007. 

At the first meeting on November 6, held at the NGO RC, participants agreed on the following issues to be included in the statement: social impacts and vulnerable groups; disability rights; special needs education; off-track MDGs; climate change; aid effectiveness & role of CSOs; legal reform; and capacity building at sub-national level. Following this meeting, various INGOs and VNGOs then prepared input for the statement, which was compiled by the NGO RC and the four INGO Representatives before being reviewed in it's final draft at a meeting on November 30. 

II. Socio-economic situation

1. Social impacts & vulnerable groups

When reviewing the issues associated with the socio-economic situation in Vietnam, the NGO community has a broader definition of the term “social protection” than the definition in the Vietnam Development Report 2008. We choose to include a wider range of vulnerable groups including ethnic minority populations, children, women, people with disabilities (PWD), people living with HIV and/or AIDS, migrants, disaster-prone communities, and communities impacted by environmental pollution and degradation. 

KEY MESSAGE: “Social protection” requires a broader definition that includes a wider range of vulnerable groups to ensure that these groups are included in national and local protection provision.

Children need protection from harm, as highlighted in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Under this definition, a whole range of vulnerabilities needs to be acknowledged and addressed. These include migrant children (particularly those categorised as KT4), children at risk of being trafficked, children infected and affected by HIV and AIDS, children working in hazardous labour conditions, those subjected to violence and sexual abuse, and children with disabilities. 

In light of this definition, NGOs strongly recommend that Vietnam moves towards building local and national protection systems to protect children from harm. This critical step should be considered in conjunction with the other key social protection issues highlighted in the draft outline of the VDR 2008 if it is to effectively tackle childhood vulnerability and protection. Such a system should include, among other things, the development of active community networks involving relevant local staff, families and children, as well as a trained cadre of staff to support abused and exploited children. 

Effective approaches and models to family and community care for children without adequate parental care are critical as alternatives to institutional care, as are a range of prevention initiatives based on child and family/community participation.

KEY MESSAGE: Local and national protection systems need to be established that are effective and responsive to the needs and rights of the estimated 2.6 million especially vulnerable children in Vietnam.

2. Rights of people with disabilities

In spite of Vietnam’s rapid economic growth, far too many Vietnamese people with disabilities (5.3 million) continue to face persistent social and economic exclusion. Because of barriers, stereotypes and negative attitudes, people with disabilities continue to be excluded from education, health services, vocational training, employment opportunities, and the right to participate in decisions and policies that affect their lives. They are not invited to the “policy table” and their input is not sought in the evaluation of programmes and services for which they are the intended beneficiaries.

While there are a number of laws, policies and programmes related to disability issues, for many reasons (lack of awareness, low programme priority and therefore few resources, lack of implementation and enforcement, etc.) Vietnamese people with disabilities remain excluded from being a major target group within such programmes as the Vietnam Development Report 2008 (VDR 2008). 

It is for the reasons noted above that NGOs recommend that Vietnamese with disabilities be identified as a specific target group in the VDR 2008 and that programme efforts focus on full inclusion in all social protection and poverty reduction programmes. Such special efforts should include accessibility to all services, education, training and employment, and that there be equal opportunity and participation in the planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of services/programmes provided. In addition, the current laws relating to disability should be enforced and a wider variety of opportunities provided in accessing both academic and vocational education, in order to make Vietnam a truly inclusive society.

KEY MESSAGE: 5.3 million people with disabilities in Vietnam endure economic and social exclusion and, as such, these people need to be recognised as a specific target group for full inclusion in social protection and poverty reduction programmes.

People with disabilities need to go work, school, recreation, medical services, and all the other activities of daily living, so greater access to public facilities and public transportation can substantially transform their livelihoods. Inaccessible public facilities can make it especially difficult for disabled people to find employment, gain an education and access health care, as well as limit their social and recreational activities. Improved accessibility for people with disabilities is a crucial and necessary element in alleviating poverty as it can allow people with disabilities to play an active role in society, both economically and socially. 

Accommodating the needs of people with disabilities is still largely seen as a welfare function of the state and of non-governmental welfare organisations. The human rights approach to disability, where every citizen has the right to be included in social and economic opportunities, is only slowly gaining acceptance in Vietnam. This trend can be strengthened when relevant stakeholders and donors realise that the same construction and transport features that benefit people with disabilities also benefit others without disabilities, and that universal accessibility enhances economic growth, advances tourism, and increases foreign investment in Vietnam.

Recently, the Ministry of Transport has been working on revising and issuing new regulations and standards on transport accessibility and implementing pilot transport projects with accessibility features. These initiatives are welcomed, however, there is virtually no accessible public transportation for people with disabilities, the elderly, etc. on buses or trains in the country.

KEY MESSAGE: The lack of accessibility remains a key challenge for people with disabilities, and donors and government need to commit to improving accessibility.

3. Special needs education 

Special needs education should be an integral part of the school system, and procedures need to be put in place for both initial teacher training and in-service support to develop this activity. 

Inclusivity needs to be established as the norm, with as many children attending school with their peers as possible. This leads to greater integration in the community and more chances for those requiring special education to contribute to the socio-economic development of society. There should be support and help for both parents and teachers to encourage inclusivity within schools. 

A concerted attempt should be made to widen the opportunities for people with disabilities to receive vocational training. This should include an increase in the number of vocational training centres, as well as an increase in the variety of courses on offer. Students need to be encouraged to consider training for skills outside the traditional occupations considered appropriate for people with disabilities, such as embroidery.

KEY MESSAGE: The government should prioritise and integrate special needs education to ensure that children with disabilities enjoy access to quality education with their peers. Vocational training opportunities for young people with disabilities need to be widened.

4. Off-track MDGs

Over the past six years, Vietnam has achieved significant successes in the context of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Moreover, Vietnam has also taken a step forward to localise the spirit of the MDGs by developing its own targets with a set of 11 indicators under the Vietnam Development Goals (VDGs), which are considered even more progressive than the MDGs. 

The poverty rate has been dramatically reduced from 53 per cent in 1993 to below 19.6 per cent in 2006. However, pockets of poverty throughout the country still present significant challenges, with higher rates occurring in the north-west and Central Highlands region, where high concentrations of ethnic minority groups live. This indicates an increasing challenge of inequality and disparity between regions and ethnic communities in the country, leading to growing concerns regarding the widening gap between rich and poor. Moreover, a relatively large number of vulnerable non-poor people, whose consumption is just above the poverty line, are at risk of falling back into poverty, due to environmental disasters and degradation, etc. 

UN agencies have warned that significant challenges to achieving the MDGs still remain in remote areas. The number of children under the age of five suffering from malnutrition is still high among ethnic minority groups. In addition, the country faces serious emerging problems protecting children from injury and harm, as well as the HIV/AIDS epidemic. The ever-rising threat of avian flu has added to increasing concerns regarding the provision of basic health services. Hence, the focus of achieving the MDGs is now shifting to off-track targets such as HIV/AIDS, environment and in particular water and sanitation, and the political representation of women. 

In general, ethnic minority and rural women and girls still have less access to fundamental services, such as education and health, and less opportunity to fulfil their human rights potential in comparison to men and members of the ethnic majority Kinh community. Vietnam has enjoyed significant success attaining the MDGs of gender equality and empowering women. However, the country still faces a wide range of difficulties and challenges pursuing gender equality. Gender disparities in politics, economics, culture, education, labour-employment and other social arenas have been showing a reverse trend in recent times. Indeed, the tendency towards gender stereotypes and preferential treatment for males is still embedded in society. Gender equality has not been widely embraced by the Vietnamese community as a whole. 

In addition, the ratio of women in leadership and management positions is now declining. The recent National Assembly elections resulted in a female ration of 25.3 per cent, which is lower than the last term, where women comprised 27.31 per cent of the XI National Assembly. The representation of women in People’s Councils at the provincial, district and commune levels are 23.8 per cent, 23.2 per cent and 20.1 per cent, respectively. Despite the above figures, the role of female representatives and their participation in Vietnam's political system is still low compared to the potential of Vietnamese women in society. 

Given the considerable task envisaged ahead to achieve the MDGs and VDGs, there is need to expand efforts by all stakeholders. The NGO community also believes it is essential that growth processes that are inclusive and participatory need to be fostered if the poor are to benefit from the country's overall economic growth. Women, indigenous people, and people facing discriminations on the basis of minority status or geographic location should be provided with assistance to enable them to access the prosperity Vietnam's development is currently generating. Environmental degradation and problems of pollution and overcrowding in cities due to increasing trend of urban migration must be addressed. 

In order to maintain the achievements and fully meet the targets of the MDGs and the VDGs, in addition to the activities conducted by the Vietnamese Government, there is a real need for people’s participation in sustaining the equitable and sustainable growth policies and programmes that reach out to every section of society. Mass organisations and other civil society organisations play an important role in building commitments around the targeted issues and vulnerable groups, and in mobilising people's participation in the process of meeting the targets of the 

It should also be recognised that growth alone is not sufficient to ensure the MDGs and VDGs are achieved. National development plans must be strengthened to ensure that challenges are fully addressed and properly backed by sufficient budget allocations to enable targets to be achieved. These plans should also be supported by encouraging the growth of necessary policy environments in relevant sectors through a participatory approach involving all concerned ministries, local bodies and communities fully committed to realising poverty reduction goals. 

Vietnam faces similar causes of poverty as many other developing countries such as resource limitations, social disparities and unfair economic pressure from rich countries. Increased focus on these issues undertaken with a specific focus on aid coordination and aid effectiveness would be extremely useful in promoting the achievement of the MDGs and VDGs. 

a. Environment

Vietnam is facing a range of significant environmental degradation and protection challenges as a consequence of more than two decades of economic growth and industrial expansion. The environmental degradation and protection challenges need to be addressed by the government to meet the MDGs and ensure sustainable development, including protection of groups vulnerable to disasters and environmental degradation. In particular, NGOs would like to draw the attention to energy production and water and sanitation. 

NGOs in Vietnam would like to encourage the government to adopt more sustainable and renewable energy production methods in the country. In particular, NGOs have a number concerns in relation to the expanding construction of hydropower plants. While the construction of hydropower plants plays an important role in the country’s economic development and energy production, it has been found that the negative impacts of dam building are not yet fully and widely understood. Upstream impacts on reservoir areas and downstream impacts on fisheries and communities along the rivers need to be addressed more openly and directly in Vietnam. 

KEY MESSAGE: The negative impacts of dam building are not yet fully and widely understood, and resettlement-induced poverty has not been adequately taken into account. 

Resettlement-induced poverty has not been carefully taken into account. Downstream environmental impacts include changes in hydrological regimes, salinity intrusion, erosion and ecological changes, as well as impacts on fish and aquatic life. There also exist conflicts between different sectors (agriculture, power, ecosystems, industry etc.) in relation to water use. 

On the other hand, it has been noted that the process of hydropower planning has not adequately considered social and environmental issues, and suffers from a lack of participation, especially of people living in areas where the dams are built. Environmental impact assessments (EIAs) are not carried out according to international norms, and are often not made sufficiently public, which undermines potential participation by people affected by the projects and the potential improvements to project design and impacts that such consultation might bring. The limited assessment of the impact of social and environmental issues, has led to land and water shortages, poorer livelihood conditions, poverty and impoverishment and health problems among affected communities, especially ethnic minorities groups.

KEY MESSAGE: Increased participatory and flexible approaches to renewable energy generation need to developed in order to maximise the benefits and minimise the negative environmental and social impacts created by large energy projects. 

b. Water & sanitation 

Many areas in Vietnam are already facing water shortages and many only have access to low-quality (polluted) water resources. In light of this situation, NGOs are concerned that the national target of providing clean water to 85 per cent for the Vietnamese population by 2010 will not be met. The main challenge remains providing safe and affordable water to the poorest groups in rural areas. 

KEY MESSAGE: NGOs are concerned that the national target of providing clean water to 85 per cent for the Vietnamese population by 2010 will not be met. 

NGOs believe there is a real need for effective sub-national water resource management. This needs to address issues such as scarcity and quality, as pollution is rapidly becoming a major issue in water resource management. Promoting water quality improvements includes both the promotion of properly designed, affordable and readily maintainable household-level water treatment systems (eg., ceramic jars with sand, clay and charcoal filtration), as well as piped water properly treated (de-sedimentation, flocculation, mechanical filtration and chlorination etc.) to meet government standards. 

Investment decisions across income groups and geographic regions need to take into account not only the cost issues associated with water and sanitation support for communities living in remote and more inaccessible areas, but also the increasing viability of water systems whose construction is financed by the local authorities, and whose operation, maintenance and repairs are financed by water users themselves. 

In order to enhance the provision of water and sanitation, the NGO community recommends the creation of multi-stakeholder mechanisms at the provincial and local levels, where government in particular enhances its collaboration with communities and community groups, as well as the private sector to provide water and sanitation facilities. 

Community-driven approaches that focus on raising awareness and building the capacity of communities to pay for water and sanitation services need to be institutionalised. To address the limited role and contribution of civil society in the rural water supply and sanitation sector, a regulatory framework should be established for the protection of users’ rights, as suggested in National RWSS Strategy up to year 2020 (clause 3.1.4). CSOs and NGOs should be able to provide input on the process, and NGOs are willing to contribute financially and technologically towards common objectives. Therefore, NGOs urge the Government of Vietnam to promote law enforcement to protect water resources and develop a regulatory framework for the protection of users’ rights. NGOs are willing to assist in funding and attracting further technical assistance to achieve these goals.

KEY MESSAGE: The NGO community recommends the creation of mechanisms at the provincial and local levels to address water and sanitation issues through a triangular government-empowered communities-private sector approach, where all three sectors work together to provide water and sanitation facilities.

c. HIV/AIDS

The NGO community recognises the many important steps the Government of Vietnam is taking to reduce HIV transmission, as well as to mitigate the impact of HIV on people living with HIV, their families and society. Nevertheless, continued commitment and action is required if Vietnam is to overcome the serious challenges that still impede a more effective national response. 

Thirty-one INGOs are engaged in key areas of the national HIV/AIDS strategy, as outlined in the nine programmes of action. In support of the strategy and the government’s priorities, NGOs are committed to supporting a full continuum of prevention, care and treatment. We are strongly supportive of the current focus on harmonisation of funding and programmes, and are actively engaged in efforts to strengthen coordination at national, provincial, and sub-provincial levels – where programmes meet populations, and where a fragmented response has its most costly human effects. 

The NGO community is dedicated to collaborating closely with diverse stakeholders including government, mass organisations, civil society, communities and the private sector. We are also committed to ensuring the active engagement of groups affected and at risk. 

Challenges

A number of challenges remain in the fight against HIV/AIDS in Vietnam, and it is important that these continue to be on the agenda of government, donors, NGOs and all other partners. 

The HIV/AIDS epidemic is still concentrated in key populations but there are some signs of generalisation, particularly in urban areas, with prevalence recorded at over 1 per cent in major cities.

Continuous, tailored, and targeted prevention efforts aimed at key population groups, particularly drug users, sex workers and their clients, and men who have sex with men, will be fundamental to slowing the epidemic. 

Given that drug users have the highest HIV prevalence rates in the country, the development and scaling-up of community-based comprehensive treatment programmes that include methadone, addiction counselling, needle and syringe exchange, social support, and economic strengthening will be key both to prevention and to effective treatment among many who are already infected. This will be especially important as increasing numbers of 06 Centre residents are reintegrated into their communities, a move by the government that we believe should be continued. 

The high rate of relapse among those released from the centres calls into question the efficacy of the current mandatory rehabilitation approach and highlights the lack of community support services. In order to enable a supportive policy environment for community-based harm reduction and drug treatment services, there is an urgent need to review and revise drug prevention legislation to ensure it is not in conflict with the new law on HIV/AIDS prevention and control, and to renew efforts to engage police and public security agencies in harm reduction activities. 

NGOs welcome and support the introduction of methadone replacement therapy in pilot sites and advocate for rapid up-scaling of the availability of substitution therapy and its incorporation into treatment programmes.

KEY MESSAGE: There is an urgent need to review and revise illegal drug prevention legislation to ensure it is not in conflict with the new law on HIV/AIDS prevention and control, and to renew efforts to engage police and public security agencies in harm reduction activities. 

Stigma and discrimination remain problems for people living with and affected by HIV, as well as among those who engage in behaviours that put them at risk. Combating stigma and discrimination must, therefore, remain a focus at all relevant levels of policy and across the prevention-to-care continuum. It is important that the Government of Vietnam champion this issue and set a clear leadership example to promote a community environment free from stigma and discrimination. This will also greatly improve access to health services. Of particular concern is the need to ensure that children living with and affected by HIV are able to go to school and experience an educational environment without fear of stigma and discrimination. 

KEY MESSAGE: Combating stigma and discrimination must remain a focus at all relevant levels of policy and across the prevention-to-care continuum, and it is essential that government leaders champion this issue.

Leadership is also required to eliminate confusion between HIV and social evils. The social evils approach leads to stigmatisation and reduces access to appropriate prevention, care and treatment services.

Continued promotion of free HIV testing and the widespread availability of rapid VCT test results is needed to immediately link people living with HIV to care and treatment and other related services. There is a need to consider opt-out testing for key groups such as pregnant women, children of infected parents, and TB patients.

Broader access to coordinated, high-quality, free care and treatment also needs to be more adequately assured coverage expanded in both urban and rural areas. 

There is a recognised need for comprehensive support for children living with and affected by HIV/AIDS. Family-centred care and support is recognised as a best practice in Vietnam and warrants further expansion. In addition, the NGO community supports expanding interventions to prevent the transmission of HIV from mothers to children, and continued inter-ministerial engagement in the drafting and implementation of the National Plan of Action on Children and HIV/AIDS.

The needs of women vulnerable to, living with or affected by HIV/AIDS must be addressed. Although the epidemic is predominantly male, the gender gap continues to narrow, primarily due to prevailing gender norms that place women at risk of infection. Women living with HIV are disadvantaged, as they are more likely than men to experience HIV-related stigma and discrimination within their families and communities, as well as in health and social services. Women also generally carry the task of caring for family members who are ill.

KEY MESSAGE: Broader access to coordinated, high-quality, free care and treatment for HIV/AIDS needs to be more adequately ensured coverage expanded in both urban and rural areas. This includes the special needs of children and women vulnerable to, living with or affected by HIV/AIDS.

Young people, accounting for the largest number of new infections, must remain a priority. Commitments to institutionalising HIV/AIDS prevention education for young people within the education system need to be fulfilled, as well as expanded to reach all levels of formal and non-formal schools. Furthermore, given that 60 per cent of infections among youth are due to intravenous drug use, greater attention must also be paid to preventing the initiation of drug use.

KEY MESSAGE: Young people must remain a priority in HIV/AIDS initiatives and greater attention must be paid to preventing the initiation of drug use.

Although priorities have been identified and are widely shared, we encourage the government to develop and cost all plans of action associated with the national strategy and NGOs are committed to supporting this process. Our role in supporting these plans will be most fruitful in the context of a clear, operational framework for harmonisation, within which there is strong support for the involvement of civil society – including establishing a national network of people living with HIV groups and increasing support for the meaningful involvement of people living with HIV/AIDS in all aspects of the design, implementation, and monitoring and evaluation of HIV/AIDS initiatives, ensuring they are open to innovation and willing to expand interventions that have proven to be effective.

KEY MESSAGE: A clear, operational framework for harmonisation, within which there is strong support for the involvement of people living with HIV/AIDS and civil society, is required to further improve the design, implementation, and monitoring and evaluation of HIV/AIDS initiatives.

5. Climate change 

Projections published earlier this year indicate that Vietnam will be especially hard hit by the effects of climate change. Statistics produced by national research institutes under Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment reflect the scale and urgency of the problem. For example, a sea level rise of one metre could lead to displacement of up to 17 million people and 12.2 per cent land loss across the country. 

As witnessed in the severe floods of the last months, poor rural communities bear most of the burden of climate change in Vietnam, due to their reliance on natural resource-based livelihoods and their limited protective and adaptive capacity. Other effects of climate change that impact poor people include climate variability (e.g. drought) and associated eco-system impacts (e.g. degradation of soil and therefore reduced productivity of the land; changes in temperature that affect agricultural production; etc). Poor communities will need support to reduce their vulnerability and adapt to both current and projected climate change. 

Support from donors, the Vietnamese Government and the private sector is required to implement a range of sustainable development actions that reduce the risk of historical and future development gains being reversed due to climate change. Droughts, floods, and other weather extremes, as well as increasing climate variability and related ecosystem impacts, can both drag people into poverty, and keep them from escaping it. Addressing this will require adaptive measures in the form of Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) systems, as well as activities that address the more gradual and long-term effects of climate change. Poor rural communities will also need support in their transition to more sustainable livelihood options, resilience to new climate conditions and viable living conditions in a shifting and less predictable environment. To succeed, this must be grounded in community participation, engagement and empowerment. 

Specific mechanisms (eg. links to carbon markets, adaptation funds) can be used by developing countries to address the climate change challenge. Global carbon markets, such as the Kyoto Protocol’s Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) and the emerging voluntary market, present opportunities to channel financial resources to poor communities in support of both development and adaptation goals. Community-based projects in the land use, land use change and forestry or energy sectors have the potential to store or reduce greenhouse gas emissions and provide valuable co-benefits, though there are currently very few projects under the CDM in these areas. Potentially, such projects could lead to: 

· reduced risk of disasters;

· safeguarded and/or enhanced farm field productivity;

· diversified incomes;

· reduced energy costs and time invested by women and children in eg. firewood collection; and

· reduced exposure to air pollution.

However, in order to achieve these outcomes, the functioning of carbon markets and the CDM require a critical overhaul in order to ensure they contribute to mitigation and deliver on their development potential.

Support is required from donors and the Vietnamese Government to ensure that an enabling environment exists in which these projects can be developed and that revenues earned are returned to the communities involved. Particular areas of concern include processes for allocating land to communities, community-level capacity to develop and manage projects, and institutional capacity for the management of carbon funds. 

KEY MESSAGE: Poor people disproportionately bear the burden of climate change. Support is required for actions to reduce the risk of historical and future development gains being reversed by climate change. In order to achieve this objective, an enabling environment that provides for the full participation of poor communities is required.  

The Vietnamese Government has taken important steps toward developing an understanding of climate change science and the potential future impacts on Vietnam. However, further effort is needed to communicate this growing body of knowledge outside of the central agency responsible and into the implementing agencies providing development services. A greater level of coordination and participation across government agencies and development practitioners is required to ensure that climate change is considered in broader development planning and the implementation of related policies.  Donor and government policies urgently need to be “climate proofed” to ensure that they do not inadvertently lead to negative climate change impacts.

KEY MESSAGE: Donor and government policies urgently need to be “climate proofed” to ensure that they do not inadvertently lead to negative climate change impacts.

III. WTO achievements & challenges

Rapidly monitoring the positive and negative impacts of Vietnam’s increasingly dynamic economy is now of the highest importance, so that quick action can be taken by government authorities, donors and NGOs to minimise negative impacts, and ensure that positive impacts are maximised. It is essential that adequate social safety nets are developed to support those adversely affected by the impacts of WTO accession and the increased dynamism of Vietnam’s economy. NGOs are working with government partners to pilot such work in communities and would welcome the participation of other organisations to expand the coverage of this initiative.

As outlined in the Vietnam Development Report 2007, “an early warning system is needed, involving communication from the government on commitments and policies and effective monitoring of the situation relevant to various population groups.” For the early warning approach to work effectively, the Government of Vietnam needs to widely disseminate information regarding commitments that it has made. It is crucial that the resources and methods available to mitigate negative impacts are highlighted, and the channels to use and access resources clarified and disseminated throughout society. Likewise, it is important to ensure that sub-national authorities can fully understand and communicate the key post-WTO legislative and trade issues to relevant stakeholders. This also should extend to improving service delivery in the areas of business facilitation, business registration, access to market information, access to finance for SMEs, cooperatives etc.

At the farmer level, NGOs and their partners have identified the need for greater access to market information for farmers and greater assistance in responding to the increased quality requirements that WTO accession demands, and are working across the country to help facilitate this initiative. Safety nets for the poor are needed to provide protection for poor producers against market shocks, fluctuations in prices of goods, etc.

KEY MESSAGE: Rapidly monitoring the positive and negative impacts of Vietnam’s increasingly dynamic economy is now of the highest importance. Adequate social safety nets must be developed to support those adversely affected by the impacts of the increased dynamism of Vietnam’s economy. 

IV. Harmonisation & Aid Effectiveness

NGOs recognise and appreciate the on-going efforts of both the Government of Vietnam and donors to enhance aid effectiveness. As development actors, NGOs and civil society organisations (CSOs) in Vietnam have a keen interest in the aid effectiveness agenda, and see the increased involvement of NGOs and CSOs as an important measure to further enhancing the effectiveness of aid in Vietnam. 

NGOs and CSOs act as donors, channels of assistance, grassroots actors, and as monitors of aid delivery. In general, NGOs and CSOs should be viewed as a part of the international aid architecture, as they are one of the pillars of good governance and have a role to play in the provision of the effective delivery of development programmes and operations. They also have a role in the empowerment and inclusion of maginalised poor and vulnerable groups. 

A National Consultation on CSOs and Aid Effectiveness Workshop was held in October 2007 as part of a global consultative process on aid effectiveness issues relating to civil society led by the Advisory Group on Civil Society and Aid Effectiveness (AG). It was pointed out that NGOs and CSOs in Vietnam could play a role in monitoring the effectiveness of aid programmes and projects, and are interested in doing so, particularly in relation to facilitating community monitoring of ODA programmes and projects. 

However, many national CSOs are presently faced with a number of challenges in relation to taking up a role in enhancing aid effectiveness, including: 

· low awareness among Vietnamese CSOs on aid effectiveness;

· a lack of qualified human and financial resources for sustainable development; 

· the fact that the legal framework and mechanisms for CSO operations are not comprehensive;

· efficiently representing the interests of their members and constituencies; and 

· the full potential of CSOs to contribute to the nation’s sustainable socio-economic development is still to be explored by the government and donors. 

KEY MESSAGE: To enhance the role and capacity of CSOs, NGOs urge donors to make long-term commitments towards CSO development in Vietnam, and include CSOs in the monitoring of ODA development programmes and projects and aid effectiveness efforts.

In particular, the national consultation revealed that there is a low awareness of the Paris Declaration (PD) and the Hanoi Core Statement (HCS) among national CSOs. Therefore, there is a real need for awareness-raising and information-sharing on these issues, in order to enable CSOs to play a more active role in enhancing aid effectiveness, particularly in the context of the PD and HCS. Presently, the HCS does not include a discussion or clarification of the roles and responsibilities of national CSOs in relation to aid effectiveness.

KEY MESSAGE: There is a real need for awareness-raising and capacity building on the aid effectiveness agenda in general, and the Hanoi Core Statement (HCS) among national CSOs, in order to enable CSOs to play a more active role in enhancing aid effectiveness and monitoring of the progress of the HCS. 

NGOs have observed an increasing trend among donors to provide support through direct and targeted budget support, which is positive in relation to increasing the government's ownership. However, while it is important that government ownership is enhanced, the vital role of NGOs, CSOs and the media in this process should be recognised. This is important because NGOs are concerned about the acknowledgement and inclusion of the primary beneficiaries of aid in the present aid regime, and in particular in relation to direct and targeted budget support

It is presently unclear how poor people, marginalised groups, their elected representatives and CSOs can be given an inclusive role in relation to decision-making during the design and utilisation of aid through new aid modalities. Moreover, mechanisms need to be considered to enable CSOs to monitor how aid is utilised. Such mechanisms should be established at both the national and sub-national levels. These issues should be included in donor discussions on planning and evaluating direct and targeted budget support.

Moreover, NGOs consider it essential that direct and targeted budget support commitments are accompanied by suitable capacity building processes, especially at the sub-national level, eg. in relation to the budget support provided under the Poverty Reduction Support Credit Framework (PRSC). 

KEY MESSAGE: NGOs support the increase in government ownership through direct and targeted budget support, however donors needs to address the issue of how to ensure that support through these mechanisms reflects the needs of poor and marginalised groups and CSOs, and how these groups can be given an inclusive role in monitoring of budget support.

NGOs would also like to urge donors to increase their efforts in working in joint missions and harmonising their aid activities. In past years, Vietnam has emerged as one of the largest recipients of ODA in the world. The country had to host 774 donor missions in 2005 alone (almost 15 missions per week) and only 9 per cent of these were joint missions between donors. Contrary to the spirit of donor harmonisation, the number of special project implementation units in Vietnam alone was 111 in 2005. Only 35 per cent of aid to Vietnam is programme-based, and 32 per cent uses Vietnam’s own systems for support. 

KEY MESSAGE: NGOs urge donors to increase the number of joint missions and further harmonise the delivery of aid to reduce the large number of stand-alone missions and operational costs on the Government of Vietnam.

To strengthen coordination among NGOs and CSOs in relation to aid effectiveness, a group of INGOs and CSOs launched the Aid Monitoring Group (AMG), which has the overall aim of enhancing the accountability of donors and government to citizens in Vietnam. In addition, it aims to ensure that donor strategies and programmes reflect the priorities of the Vietnamese people - particularly poor and vulnerable members of society. The AMG also aims to strengthen the dialogue and interaction between development actors and donors in Vietnam. In light of this development, NGOs would like to urge donors and the Government of Vietnam to provide an enabling environment for the AMG to fulfil its stated objectives. 

V. Governance and legal reform

1. Legal reform for enhanced civil society participation in Vietnam's development

NGOs welcome the continued focus and achievements of the government in improving the overall legal framework for civil society organisations (CSOs) with the following newly promulgated legal documents: Ordinance 34 on Exercising Grassroots Democracy (April 2007), Decree 148 on Social Funds and Charity Funds (September 2007), Decree 151 on Collaborative Groups (CBOs) (October 2007), and the Individual Income Tax Law (November 2007), which provides favourable provisions.

The expanding legal framework described above supports the continued work of NGOs and CSOs and their partners at the national, provincial and district levels to ensure that civil society's contribution to the implementation of the Socio-Economic Development Programme (SEDP) is maximised. Recent examples of civil society support for implementation of the SEDP implementation include:

· participatory and qualitative poverty analyses to complement quantitative poverty analyses;

· strengthening of capacity for participatory planning;

· greater transparency in planning and budgeting processes (under the Grassroots Democracy Decree);

· linking of grassroots plans to the SEDP process;

· greater coordination and harmonisation of civil society projects with the SEDP process;

· many local CSOs are working with ministries (supported by NGOs and donors) to build capacity for better livelihoods and better basic services; and

· contributing to the development of legal documents and policies relating to the SEDP, disseminating these documents and enhancing the implementation thereof.  

NGOs are ready to work with government agencies to support the further elaboration of the legal framework for civil society so that CSOs, including associations, social organisations, non-profit organisations, community-based organisations etc., can actively contribute to the development of Vietnam, and civil society’s contribution to SEDP implementation can be maximised. For this to be achieved, NGOs believe that an enabling environment is necessary and suggest the government proceed with this objective in mind. In particular, NGOs suggest that legal documents for CSOs are revised and simplified, and a legal framework created that is both accessible and facilitative for CSOs, foundations and community-based organisations (CBOs) to fully reach their potential. Some specific recommendations include:

· Institute a participatory process in the continued revision of the legal framework to facilitate and regulate the growth and operations of CSOs. NGOs believe that laws and regulations on CSOs need to be clear, simple and applicable to all key types of CSOs, especially the various types of newly emerging networks.

· Provide capacity building training for both civil servants who administer the laws (including tax officials, ministries, local authorities, etc.) and CSOs members on the implementation of laws/regulations to help them perform their functions in an accountable and transparent manner, and thereby preserve the public trust.

· Build feasible and effective mechanisms for the effective implementation and monitoring of policies and regulations on the socialisation and delivery of public services to various kinds of CSOs as non-state actors (contained within the promulgated Resolution 05/2005, Decree 53/2006, Circular 91/2006 and various documents relating to the five-year program at the sub-national level).

· Support and maintain the financial sustainability of CSOs by: continuing to revise financial and tax provisions in the Tax Reform Strategy 2006-2010 that allow favourable tax exemptions and reductions for CSOs and their donors; develop appropriate provisions to encourage fund-raising; provide permission to engage in lawful economic activities without a distribution of net interest; and strengthen the implementation of Decision 286/2006 on the national programme to promote INGO aid (2006-2010), etc.

· Promote the partnership between the government and CSOs, and CSOs and the private sector, through clear and effective mechanisms and channels for multi-sectoral benefit.

Regarding the legal environment for the operation of NGOs in Vietnam, NGOs are keen to work with the government to achieve appropriate and timely resolutions of the question of the tax position for expatriate NGO staff.

KEY MESSAGE: NGOs are committed to working with the government to develop and put in place an enabling legal environment to enhance effective contributions by CSOs in public service delivery, poverty reduction and CSOs-government partnerships. 

The Law on Promulgation of Legal Normative Documents, which sets out a foundation and procedures for the development of any other laws/regulations, is being revised as a part of the legal reform process. To mobilise and take full advantage of CSOs’ resources and practical experiences in the legal reform process, and make newly developed or revised laws/regulations more practical, feasible and coherent to CSOs needs at the operational level, it is critical that the important role CSOs can play in improving the law-making process be taken into account in the revision of the Law on Promulgation of Legal Normative Documents. NGOs suggest that consultation of the public through CSOs becomes an integral part of the law-making process, as well as CSO evalution of laws and regulations. This would enhance society’s understanding of legal issues in general, and enable better reflection of the public’s concerns in the nation’s laws and regulations.

KEY MESSAGE: Sufficient public consultation through effective channels and mechanisms such as those provided by CSOs should be ensured in the revision of the Law on Promulgation of Legal Normative Documents.

2. Capacity building at the sub-national level to enhance effective legal enforcement and administrative reform for sustainable development

The ongoing decentralisation process in Vietnam has given provincial authorities greater discretion to plan, allocate budgets and implement policies and programmes. While structural constraints remain relating to central control over provincial expenditure targets, investment criteria, personnel and tax sharing, provincial governments are increasingly playing a more proactive role in adjusting plans and allocating budgets to meet a complex range of local needs. The burden on local governments is growing as Vietnam continues to undergo rapid economic and social change to deliver basic services, increase economic growth and investment, and address new challenges such as the rural-urban income gap, land disputes, environmental degradation, and migration.

The capacity gap at the sub-national level, especially at the commune and district levels, however, is a significant impediment to local governments’ effort to achieve equitable and sustainable development. ODA support has been critical in building the capacity of national-level ministries and civil servants during the past two decades, but much less attention has been paid to the capacity of public sector staff and systems at the local level, which has not kept pace sufficiently with socio-economic, political and technological change. ODA support has also tended to concentrate on hardware provision (eg. infrastructure and equipment) and less on software activities (eg. training, exposure visits, networking, and communication). Yet it is at the local level that most of the implementation of laws, regulations, policies and programmes take place, and local government officials are key conduits by which the state interacts with the bulk of its citizens. 

KEY MESSAGE: ODA support tends to concentrate on hardware activities (eg. infrastructure and equipment) and less on software activities (eg. training, exposure visits, networking, and communication).  Yet the lack of capacity at the local level is a significant impediment to the Government of Vietnam’s efforts to achieve equitable and sustainable development, as well as the effective implementation of ODA.

Meaningful implementation of the recently upgraded Ordinance on Exercising Democracy in Communes, for example, relies on local government officials’ awareness and understanding of the importance of public consultation and participation in the governance processes. Budget allocations for capacity building activities at the sub-national level, therefore, need to be increased. In programmes that target Government of Vietnam institutions, appropriate proportion of budget allocation between hardware activities (eg. infrastructure, equipment, etc.) and software activities (training, exposure visits, networking, communication, etc.) should be adequately considered in programme designs. Individual capacity building activities must be linked strongly with organisational and institutional changes (eg. defining and revising staff responsibilities, incentives, leadership, policies, etc.) that allow the application and institutionalisation of acquired knowledge, skills and best practices. 

KEY MESSAGE:  Budget allocations for capacity building activities at the sub-national level need to be increased and sustained, and individual capacity building activities must be linked strongly with organisational and institutional reforms to have real and long-term impact. 

Although increased budget allocations are needed, improving capacity building methodologies is equally or more important. NGOs recommend that there is an increased focus on interactive learning, which is tailored to the needs of appropriate participants and combined with on-the-job coaching.  Such training has traditionally been delivered by central government agencies, but the training offered is usually done in lecture style and tends to be too general to be useful to local officials and civil servants, who are wrestling with more complex tasks and responsibilities. Yet there remains a reluctance to access other sources for capacity building outside of government.  In this regard, there is also a need for creating an enabling environment for more active participation by non-government capacity building institutions (eg. private sector, NGOs etc.) in order to improve quality of capacity building services. 

KEY MESSAGE:  More dynamic and tailored capacity training methodologies are needed, as well as an enabling environment for the active participation of non-government capacity building institutions (both private sector and NGOs) to increase the pool of technical expertise and improve the quality of capacity building services available to officials and civil servants at the local level.

Capacity building for local governments should go beyond just training. Given the growing demands on local governments to deliver basic services, increase economic growth, handle dispute resolution, manage environmental degradation and foster equitable and sustainable development, many civil society organisations and NGOs have stepped in to work closely with both local governments and communities to ensure the fair and effective implementation of government policies and programmes, particularly with regard to vulnerable populations. Collaborative mechanisms between local governments and civil society organisations and NGOs should be encouraged to ensure strong public participation and ownership of the local decision-making process on the one hand, and more informed and effective use of resource and implementation of policies and programmes on the other. For the most effective cooperation, donors should form stable partnerships with specific regions or clusters of government agencies and other organisations. 

Long-term support to build the capacity of local governments, and for collaborative mechanisms between local governments and civil society organisations and NGOs, will help sustain and increase positive political, social and economic gains for the largest number of citizens in Vietnam. 

KEY MESSAGE:  Collaborative mechanisms between local governments and civil society and NGOs should be encouraged to increase the capacity of local governments to provide effective and responsive services to citizens.   
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