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Summary

The purpose of this short piece is to help NGOs to think about what
they could do now to prepare for changes relating to decentralisation
and commune level reform. It is primarily written for Cambodian
development NGOs working at local level, and alsc for Cambcdian NGOs
that wish to influence national government: policies.

A commune election law and a commune administration law are due to be
debated by the National Assembly. These drafts envisage the
establishment of Commune Councils in every commune in the country.
Other government documents have identified commune councils as the
‘primary agent of local development'.

These reforms will change the environment for local development in
Cambodia. It is not yet clear how the:changes will affect NGOs.
Neither is it clear what opportunities there will be for NGOs to
influence the changes. This paper suggests that for NGOs to adapt
successfully and also to take opportunities to influence
decentralisation policy formulation it will be necessary for them to
prepare their ideas and strategies so that they can react when
opportunities arise.

A number of NGOs are already forming alliaances and networks to
anticipate and influence commune reforms. In addition to participating
in NGO networks, there are other things that NGOs can do now to prepare
for the creation of commune councils. Some NGOs will already have
thought deeply about these issues and this paper will not offer much to
them. For others who are just starting to think about commune
governance it is hoped that the ideas and suggestions may be of use.

In summary, the suggestions are:

For local development NGOs: -

- Strengthen relationships with current:commune officials and
politicians.

- Begin to develop ideas about the responsibilities that communes
could and should have.

- Understand the role of the Seila programme within the province where
the NGO works and within national decentralisation reform.

For NGOs who wish to contribute to policy formulation

- Acquire information and expertise which government policy-makers
would find useful

- Begin to develop a vision of the role of the comwmuns within
Cambodian governance.

- Develop a good understanding of who supports what ideas within the
government with regard to commune reform.

The paper concludes by noting that government and NGOs have many common
goals with regard to decentralisation and commune reform. It is
therefore hoped that the non-confrontational, consensus-building
approach that has thus far proved successful in land reform advocacy in
Cambodia may also be adopted in relation to commune reform advocacy.
Campaigns might give particular emphasis to "Local Governments and
Local NGOs Co-operating to Achieve Good Covernance" and "Making Sure
that Development Dominates Local Politics™”
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Background to Decentralisation and Commune Reform in Cambodia

Benefits of Decentralisation' — Theory

One principle of decentralisation is called the subsidiarity principle.
According to this idea, any function of government should be devolved
to the lowest possible level unless there is a good reason why it
should be done by a higher level of government.

The advantage of giving more responsibilities to lower levels of
government is that this makes government 'closer to the people'. This
is expected to lead to more effective development because of the
following advantages:

e A local government will know the local situation better and
therefore will be able to make a decision based on what local people
need. A provincial or national government may not know the local
situation so well.

e A local government will be better-known by the people, and therefore
the people will be able to hold it accountable. For example, if
workers from the province or from Phnom Penh come to build a school
and use bad wood the people may find it difficult to contact the
people responsible. If the workers are sent by the commune it
easier for the people to contact the commune and to solve the
problem.

e A local government has more reasons to do good quality work. The
children of local politicians and officials will have to go to the
school that they build. Furthermore, when there is an election they
are more likely tc be elected if the school that they have built is
good.

On the other hand, certain disadvantages may accrue due to
decentralisation, for instance:

o Reduced central control. This may lead to conflicts, especially in
countries where there are strong =thnic or cultural differences
across regions. Reduced central control can potentially weaken the
ability of the central government to implement macro-economic
policy.

¢ TInequitable local politics. Although local governments are closer
to the people, they are not necessarily more benign.
Decentralisation may deliver power to local elites or strongmen.

While most governments and donor institutions support decentralisation,
there is no evidence that decentralisation automatically results in
increased democratisation or reduced poverty. Sometimes when central
government decentralise it is not in order to achieve democratisation
or poverty reduction but for other un-stated reasons. Sometimes a
decentralised system requires more support than a centralised system
and the reforms fail because the central government lacks the capacity
to support the change. It is therefore important to study what is
being decentralised, how it is being decentralised and why it is being
decentralised.

! A distinction is normally drawn between decentralisation and deconcentration.

Deconcentration refers to the devolution of responsibilities within the State
hierarchy, whereas decentralisation devolves responsibilities to separately
constituted local governments.
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Current Legislation

A commune administration law has been approved by the Council of
Ministers and is due to be debated by the National Assembly. It is
currently being reviewed by the Standing Commission on Legislation of
the National Assembly. This law makes provisions for Commune Councils
to be elected by the population of the commune every five years.
According to the draft Commune Administration Law each Commune Council
will consist of between 5 and 11 members (depending on the size and
location of the commune) and elections for the Commune Council will be
held every five years ({(Articles 11 &12%).

According to the draft law, the elected Commune Council will be
responsible for governing the commune, and the Chairman of the Commune
Council will be the commune leader. The Commune Council will also be
responsible for conducting elections in all of the villages in the
commune in order to choose village chiefs (Article 30).

Each Commune Council will also be given a commune secretary. The
commune secretary will be appointed by the Minister of the Interior’.
The Commune Leader will have the right to remove the Commune Secretary
if the Commune Council supports that decision (Article 28).

According to the draft law Commune Councils will have responsibility
for law and order, public services, public welfare, economic
development, protection of the environment and natural resources and
generally responding to the needs of the population (Article 43). The
Commune Council will alsoc be required to make a commune development
plan during its first year of office and to review the plan every year
(Articles 60-72). Each commune will also have a Commune Fund (Articles
77 & 78) .

Many of the key details of the Commune Administration Law are due to be
completed in later sub-decrees and are not in the main law.

Current Policy Formulation

At the same time that specific legislation is in the process of being
passed the government is also planning to develop a broader policy
framework for decentralisation. 2 document prepared for the 4th
Consulting Group meeting between government and donors suggested that a
peclicy framework for decentralisation would be prepared 'in full
consultation with stakeholders' by May 2001 and that commune
administration and electoral laws will be reviewed in the light of that
policy during the following two to three years®.

? Law on Administration of Communes (Khum/Sangkat) - references and quotes
relate to an English language translation of the second draft submitted to the
National Assembly on 13 June 2000. The assistance of NGO Forum in providing a
copy of that translation is gratefully acknowledged.

* The commune secretary is therefore a deconcentrated official, working with a

decentralised authority, the Commune Council.

* Royal Government of Cambodia Council for Administrative Reform

"Administrative Reform and Good Governance" May 2000 (English language).
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Current NGO Responses®

Some NGOs are already taking action, especially with a view to
influencing national policies.. The NGO Forum Women Working Group has
co-coperated with election monitoring groups regarding lobbying for
provisions ensuring the participation of women on commune councils.
Women for Prosperity has also organised workshops to encourage women's
participation as candidates in the elections. The NGO Forum Civil
Society Working Group organised a workshop on Decentralisation with
speakers from Royal Government of Cambodia, national and international
organisations involved in decentralisation in Cambodia and
international speakers. NGO Forum also formed an adhoc working group
which met a number of times during 1999-2000 to prepare a response to
the Commune Administration Law: a paper prepared by this group was
included in the NGO Statement to the CG Meeting and a more detailed
article-by-article response was sent tc the relevant commission at the
National Assembly. Most work on the Commune Council Election Law has
been done by the election monitor groups Comfrel, Coffel and Nicfec. A
Committee to Prevent Conflict During the Commune Council

Elections (COPCEL) has been bringing together government officials, NGOs
and political parties on a monthly basis to discuss preparations for
the elections, meeting under the auspices of the Cambodian Centre for
Conflict Resolution at CDRI. A group of local NGOs, SILAKA, Vaddanak,
Star Kampuchea, and Sante Sena has commissioned a studvy on how these
NGOs could provide training to Commune Councils.

A group of 16 NGOs have formed the Commune Council Support Project and
a Team Leader® has been appointed for an initial six month phase
commencing lst December 2000. The consultant will both map existing
networks in Cambodia and draw lessons from other countries in order to
suggest broad strategies for NGO support to Commune Councils.

A recent UNDP mission’ has suggested that there is 'enormous potential
and need for the Royal Government to engage the NGO community in the
decentralisation reform process' citing the following reasons:

1. NGOs have often been the only effective service deliverers in
Cambodian rural areas.

2. NGOs account for 30-50% of the Technical Assistance expenditure in
Cambodia.

3. Expenditure through NGOs is increasing rapidly.

4. Good NGO relations with line ministry departments and a skill base
for training and facilitating of participatory planning and
development.

5. NGOs are broadly united in a commitment to local empowerment and
participatory policitics and development.

Reasons for Cambodian NGOs to take action now

During recent years it has been easy for NGOs to say 'we do development
work and the local authorities do government work' and also to say that

® This section has benefited from information provided by Mr Russell Peterson
of the NGO Forum. Any faults or omissions are the responsibility of the
author.

® Mr David M Ayres who is based at the CIDSE Office in Phnom Pénh, e-mail
ccsp@bigpond.com.kh.

” porter, Romeo & Saigal ppl9-20..
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'we do development, which i1s different from politics: we do not do
politics'. If Commune Councils are to be responsible for the planning
of development and the provision of services in their communes the
division of responsibilities will be less clear. If Commune Councils
are to be elected in multi-party elections then the divisions between
politics and development will also be less clear.

Whatever happens, there are going to be changes in the roles and
behaviour of local authorities and therefore there will be changes in
the relations between NGOs and local authorities. Recent academic
literature on governance throughout the world suggests that local
governance is not just the responsibility and power of local
governments, but is the responsibility and power of local governments
and local NGOs and People's Organisations working together. This is a
new idea in Cambodia and therefore some advance thought is needed to
imagine how responsibilities and powers in governance could be shared.

Opportunities
Potential benefits from decentralisation for NGOs include:

. Commune Councils may develop as local organisations with very
similar concerns about local development to NGOs. 1600 local bodies
which are part of the State could be a valuable ally in policy
advocacy.

. Local NGOs seek to empower communities to have influence over
decisions which affect them. Councils in every commune who have
resources and whose job is to respond to the preferences of the
people could make it easier for NGOs to have an empowering impact.

. If Government resources are allccated for local development this
means that NGOs know that local development is not only dependent on
NGO investments. This makes it much easier for NGOs to phase out of
communities.

Threats

Broadly, there are two risks associated with decentralisation reforms
that might negatively affect NGOs:

. That the Reforms may fail due to lack of support, leading the
central government to take responsibilities away from communes and
give them back to higher levels of government therefore losing the
opportunities mentioned above. It has been suggested that NGOs
themselves might be a factor in causing decentralisation reforms to
fail if they do not support them.

= On the other hand, there is a threat to the independence of NGOs.
If Commune Councils are responsible for being the 'primary agent of
local development' in each commune they may expect tc command both
the government sector and the NGO (or voluntary) sector. It will
therefore be important for NGOs to convince government at local and
national level of the advantages for national development of having
an active NGO sector in which NGOs have some freedom of action.

If NGOs think about these issues in advance and start to do their own
research and build their own networks and relationships, there is more
chance that they will be able to find a way to have an important role
in local governance. The fourth section of this paper will look at how
NGOs can prepare to influence policy-making. First, though, it will
look at action which local development NGOs can take to prepare
themselves for commune governance reforms.
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Local Development NGOs and Commune Reform
Strengthening Relations with Commune Officials and Politicians

Needs and opportunities

In the future communes are going to have an increasingly important role
in local governance, and especially in local development. Prior to the
passage of the new commune laws that role will be fulfilled by existing
commune authorities and, where they exist, by Commune Development
Committees (ie existing commune staff working with elected VDC chiefs);
after the passage of the laws and commune elections Commune Councils
will fulfil that role. Clearly, therefore, there will be a need for
NGOs to build partnerships with commune level institutions.

Communes and NGOs Learning from Each Other

At present many NGOs are good at paying the correct respects to commune
chiefs and ensuring that they have appropriate working relationships
with them. However, there may be much more that NGO staff could learn
about the work of commune chiefs and much more that commune chiefs
could learn about the work of NGOs that could benefit everyone in the
future.

Many of the values to which NGOs subscribe relate to openness and
accountability. Depending on the NGO and also on the commune
officials, there may be opportunities for NGOs to demonstrate these
values by inviting commune officials to learn more about their work.
This could happen for instance by inviting a commune official to spend
a week or two attached to the project, or more simply by inviting
commune officials to an 'open day' where they could see project
reports, records and accounts and gain insight into how the NGO manages
its development activities. The most important formal learning
processes that most NGOs undertake are evaluations (either external or
internal). One practical way of sharing knowledge and ideas with
commune officials would be to invite them to participate in teams which
are evaluating the organisation's work. Similarly, if an NGO is
participating in a study tour to another province, as well as villagers
going to stay with villagers and development workers going to stay with
development workers, the commune chief could be invited to go and stay
with the commune chief in the other province.

If relationships are good, NGOs may also be able to learn more about
the responsibilities of the commune chiefs: about the difficulties that
they face and about the ideas they have for the future development of
the commune.

Communes and NGOs Helping Each Other

While exchanging information is useful, relationships will only really
get stronger when people start to help each other. There is an
opportunity for NGOs and commune authorities to identify and achieve
shared objectives. This is easily done in Seila areas where the
commune's development plans identify opportunities for assistance, and
where Commune Development Committees are often busy with development
responsibilities and might be glad of help. The opportunity also '
exists, however, in non-Seila communes.

Clearly, many of the skills and networks that NGOs have could be of use
to commune officials. For instance, NGOs often have good knowledge of
different donors: how to approach them; what sort of projects they will
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fund etc. Sharing this knowledge might cost an NGO nothing but might
help create very good relations.

There may also be opportunities for NGOs to assist in election
campaigns. This could help to stress that local governance and local
politics is above all about development. For example, an NGO that
works with old people could arrange for some small focus group
discussions where the leading candidates from the different parties
listen to small groups of old people talking about the concerns in

their lives. (If there is a system of proportional representation this
will be guite uncontroversial also, because the person at the top of
each party list is likely to have a place on the council). Such

activities could also be valuable in building links between the commune
and the people, and especially in making sure that poor minorities
(such as landless people, handicapped people, old people etc) are not
forgotten by commune ocfficials.

These different sorts of cooperation can be valuable both locally and
nationally. At local level it can help to stress the importance of
development within commune governance, and therefore the importance of
different development workers (commune officials and NGOs) working with
each other. At national level, if national legislators receive reports
from local areas zbout the positive contributions that NGOs are making
to local governance that will encourage them to develop legislation
which creates opportunities for NGO participation.

While it is important to build relations with existing authorities, it
is also important that NGO workers develop their own vision of what
they would like the commune level of govermment to be responsible for.
With that vision NGOs can start to think about the strategies they need
in the short term to build the sort of partnerships that they wish for.

Developing a Vision of the Role of the Commune

Over the past twenty years commune officials have not had a leading
role in local development, mainly because they have not had the
resources to fulfil such a role. The role of leading development will
therefore be new to commune officials (in Commune Development
Committees or Commune Councils). They will usually start off with very
low capacity and this will usually increase very guickly with
experience. Ideas about what communes could or should do will
therefore change over time. Below are some of the ideas that NGO
workers might think about when they try to develop an initial vision of
the sort of roles and responsibilities that communes should have.

The role of Commune Secretaries

If the Commune Administration Law is passed in its current form Commune
Councils will also receive the services of a Commune Secretary
appointed by the Ministry of Interior. What sort of people do NGO
workers think would be valuable for this work? What sort of training
should the Ministry of Interior give them? Where should they live?

Functions relating to Local Development Funds

Local Development Funds are envisaged in the draft commune laws, and
are also being trialled in the Royal Government's Seila programme (see
below). Within the current version of the Seila programme, Commune
Development Committees are quite closely monitored by provincial
officials. Money for the projects is paid from the provincial bank
account into the contractor's bank account by chegue once payment is
approved by the commune chief. 1Is this a good balance between
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different participants, or should the communes receive the money which
is due to them and be allowed to make their own payments? If so, is
this desirable immediately or only at some time in the future?

Communes and Taxation

Over time communes will develop rights and responsibilities for tax
collection. At present there are already some informal taxes collected
by many communes. Taxes should be given in return for services: people
who pay taxes are then more likely to be active in making sure that
adequate services are provided. Local taxes also increase the extent
to which a local government is dependent on the local population rather
than dependent on higher levels of government.

What sort of taxes should communes have the rights/responsibilities to
collect? What should they be used for? What will be the best strategy
for transforming existing informal, secretive taxing and accounting
into a formal and transparent system of local taxation?

Functions relating to Natural Resource Management

The draft Commune Administration Law gives priority to the commune's
role in development planning and managing development funds. However,
there are other important areas of governance in which local
governments could play an important role. The draft law on the one
hand mentions maintenance of the environment and natural resources and
on the other hand says that communes will have no jurisdiction over
forests.

To what extent would NGOs prefer to see communes have a stronger role
in natural resource management? In cases where community co-management
is being fostered will it be better for communities to cooperate with
commune councils or with remoter levels of government (such as the
province)? Would inter-commune cooperation and management be possible
in some cases (for instance of a waterway that cuts through four or
five communes)? Would it be desirable?

Representing the State; Representing the People

In other parts of the world many of the features of civil society are
being extended into government. Local governments are networking,
searching for funds from various donors and participating in lobbying
and advocacy. Would NGOs welcome Commune Councils that behave in this
way, or would they prefer that Commune Councils have a more
traditional, limited role?

Communes and NGOs

How would NGOs like their relations with communes to be regulated?
Should there be formal legislation, or should formal legislation be for
higher levels and Commune Councils and NGOs should make their own local
agreements according to their circumstances?

If local development NGOs start to think about the above issues now
they will be in a good position to contribute to dialogue when they are
invited to participate in NGO policy networks and in dialogue with the
government. The following section looks, more briefly, at preparations
that national NGOs wishing to influence government policies on
decentralisation could be making now.

10
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Learning About the Seila Programme

Why is Seila Important to NGOs?

Since 1996 the Seila programme has been implemented in the provinces of
Pursat, Battambang, Banteay Meanchey, Siem Reap and Ratanakiri. Seila
was designed as a 'policy experiment in decentralised governance'.

This can be said to be a bottom-up policy development. 1In other words,
the villages, communes and provinces in the Seila programme began
experimenting with decentralisation and gradually the results of this
experiment were discussed at national level. Hence, whilst Seila began
in the provinces in 1996, the Seila Task Force which is responsible for
managing Seila at the national level was only formed in 1998.

At present Seila provides the best available model to show what
governance under the new commune laws might look like. Like other
development programmes, Seila has had many successes and also had many
difficulties. It is important not because it is better than other
programmes, but because it is the one development programme that has
focused on the commune and which has modelled a role for the commune in
local development. By studying the Seila programme, therefore, NGOs
can see ways in which they might have a useful role in commune
governance once the commune reforms have been implemented.

In other words, one way for NGOs to learn about changes which will
occur as a result of commune reform is to learn more about what has
been happening in communes which already have experience of the Seila
programme. Over the next five years the Seila programme is due to be
extended to all communes in 17 provinces. Thus, for the majority of
NGOs, their work will be being carried out in Seila areas in the near
future.

What are the key features of the Seila Programme?

The main focus of the Seila programme is the commune. Seila's main
achievements at district and provincial level have been with regard to
strengthening the capacity of theose higher levels to support communes.
The mechanism by which commune development is achieved is called the
Local Planning Process (LPP}). The steps of the Seila Local Planning
Process are attached as an Annex to this report. 1In a recent workshop,
the Seila LPP vision was articulated as follows:

A democratically governed commune where people, civil society, private sector, and
government authorities participate in local development. The commune manages
development transparently, equitably, and efficiently to strengthen peace and justice and

to make sustainable improvements in people's lives."

The most important feature of the LPP is that every year each commune
is allocated a commune development fund (called an LDF or Local

Development Fund). It is the responsibility of the commune to consult
the population of the commune and to make a plan for investing this
money according to the priorities of the commune population. 1In this

way, therefore, Seila is expected to enhance cooperation between the
state and society.

At present the Provinces still have a strong management role in the
LPP. Plans are sent by the commune to the province for approval;
likewise individual projects which the commune wishes to implement must
be approved by the province (though the province only has the right to
refuse approval on technical grounds). The commune development fund is
not given to the commune at the beginning of the year, it is paid by
the province to a contractor after the commune development committee

11
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has approved the commune project. By contrast, the district does not
have a strong management role in Seila, but is important for providing
coordination and also technical support and facilitation.

The remainder of this sub-section highlights key features of the LPP
and especially ways in which NGOs might be able to participate either
now or in the future. '

District Integration Plans

District authorities hold planning meetings every year called
integration meetings. This is where commune development plans are
integrated with the plans of provincial departments and NGOs. This
gives an opportunity for the communes to learn from provincial
departments and NGOs what services they intend to provide in the
following year, so that commune projects do not duplicate what has
already been planned by others. It is also an opportunity for all
decision-makers to discuss their plans and to ensure that there is an
equitable and appropriate spread of investment across the district.

The outputs of this meeting are undertakings from the provincial
departments and the NGCs to provide certain services in the communes
during the following year.

The district integration plan is the one element of the Seila programme
which all NGOs are actively encouraged to participate in.

Commune Development Plans

The Commune Development Plan is a three-year plan. It is reviewed and
updated annually, but systematic data collection occurs only once every
three years. There have been cases of NGOs undertaking projects which
are listed in the ccmmune plans, and also of NGO contributions being
used to in combination with commune resources in order to complete
plans. There have also been cases where an NGO has taken
responsibility for facilitating the LPP in a commune, with NGO staff
taking on the roles that are normally fulfilled by district officials
(known as District Facilitators).

A particular complaint of some commune development committee (CDC)

members 1s that District Facilitators sometimes do all of the work for
them rather than taking the time to teach them how to do the work. If
NGOs can develop the right sort of relationships with commune officials
and facilitators theay may be able to assist in cases where this occurs.

In the cases of integration meetings and commune plans, therefore,
there are already examples of NGO cooperation that other NGOs can learn
from. Two other areas where NGOs might have an important role are with
regard to participation by the private sector and participation by the
constituents. I am not aware of existing models of NGO involvement of
this kind.

Co-operation with the Private Sector — Project Implementation in Seila

In almost all cases Seila LPP projects must be carried out by
contractors. The theory behind this is that it separates the interests
of different people. For instance, if the VDC and the villagers
themselves build a school, but when it is finished it is clear that the
roof is not good enough they will be reluctant to undo their own work.
On the other hand, if there is a contractor, and the villagers and
commune officials are monitoring the work of the contractor, they will
be more likely to demand that the contractor takes down the roof and
rebuilds it correctly.

12
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In any country in the world there are always opportunities for
corruption when public money is used to hire private contractors. By
learning more about how Seila tries to guard against such corruption
and also about how contractors and officials try to avoid the rules and
be corrupt, NGOs can get ideas for ensuring that public money is used
for the public good.

The system of contracting also creates opportunities within the private
sector. Many Seila projects do not require high levels of technical
expertise (eg ring well construction, road culvert construction). It
may be that NGOs can assist poor people to set up their own companies
in order to do local development work.

Contractors are selected by communes through a public bidding process.
By studying this process NGOs may again discover ways to help make sure
that the process is effective in ensuring that the best outcome is
achieved. Similarly, the contractors all have to be registered with
the provincial auchorities (In the Philippines, for example, there is
always an NGO present on the committee which is responsible for
approving contractors).

Provincial authorities are also reguired to carry out surveys of market
prices of goods which are used in Seila projects. This enables them to
monitor the prices which are being charged by contractors - again this
is a way of preventing corruption. Learning about such surveys and
helping the provincial authorities to conduct them might be another way
that NGOs could assist Seila.

People's Participation in Seila

A key assumption of decentralisation reforms is that a local government
is closer to the people than a provincial or national government.
However, this assumption does not always hold true. If the people in a
commune 4o not know who is in their Commune Development Committee (or
in the future, who is in their Commune Council), and if they do not
know that there is a commune development fund, then the government is
not really closer to them?. Furthermore, if the people do not know
that they have a right and a responsibility to tell the commune what
they want, or if they are toc shy to do so, the opportunities that

" decentralisation is supposed to yield may be lost.

This creates opportunities for NGOs. The government may be able to
'reach' as far as the commune, but it does not have the resources to
really make sure that there are good relations between the commune and
the people. An opportunity exists, therefore, for NGOs to organise
communities such that they can 'reach up' to the commune in order to
make their preferences clear and to exert influence of local service
provision.

For NGOs that practice community organisation and community
empowerment, therefore, there is an opportunity to support villagers to
organise themselves and ensure that they make their wishes clear to
their representatives at the commune. Similarly, projects funded
through commune development funds are monitored both from the top down
(by provincial officials who check the quality) and from the bottom up
(by villagers and VDC members who will benefit from the
infrastructure). There may therefore be an important role for NGOs in
helping villagers to learn how to monitor work, and thereby assist them
to develop a stronger sense of ownership of the development process.

¢ see Biddulph, R. 1999 "Independent Monitoring and Evaluation of the Seila
Local Planning Process Final Report', UNDP CARERE pp43-53
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.In addition to the opportunities mentioned so far for NGOs to
strengthen their position locally in relation to governance, there are
also opportunities for both local and national NGOs to influence
government policies on local governance. The next section addresses
that issue.

National NGOs and Participation in Decentralisaton Policy Formulation

The progress of legislation and policy formulation in Land Reform
indicates that there is potential for NGOs to have some input into
government policy making in certain conditions in Cambodia’. Clearly
different policy areas contain different opportunities and
difficulties, and therefore it cannot be expected that NGO
participation will be the same in all pclicy areas. However, it
appears that the experience c¢f NGOs in land reform may provide some
useful lessons as NGOs prepare to make a long-term contribution to
government policy making in the areas of decentralisation and local
governance.

Clearly, NGOs intending to influence policy will need to build up
networks, a broad constituency of support for identified positions and
consensus around how they will structure their cooperation with
government in order to achieve policy changes. This relates to issues
of leadership and inter-agency cooperation which are beyond the scope
of this paper, which rather focuses on what individual organisations
can do now in addition to participating in the building of a larger
more coordinated campaign.

Acquiring Relevant Infermation and Expertise

Work by the Land Law Working Group and by the Oxfam GB Cambodia Land
Study Project assisting in the preparation of a new land law and also
in the development of out of court mechanisms to prevent land disputes
has benefited from systematic research on these issues. By
commissioning or conducting research, NGOs can bring new and important
knowledge to their discussions with government which will help inform
policy decisions and which will also earn respect for the contributions
made by NGOs. Opportunities exist now, therefore, for NGOs to identify
key areas for research, and to begin conducting research in those
areas. In fact, 'research' in this sense may just mean NGOs
systematically documenting what they already know.

Similarly, the government will have much more incentive to sit down and
talk with NGOs about policy reform if NGOs have demonstrable experience
and expertise in the areas of local government and decentralisation.
Given that these are new fields in Cambodia, it may be important for
Cambodian NGOs to recruit staff or advisors from other countries who
have experience of working with local governments in decentralised
systems. This could include recruiting local councillors or former
local councillors from countries such as India, the Philippines,
Malaysia and Uganda.

Developing a Vision of the Role of the Commune

Just as NGOs working at the local level need to develop a vision of the
commune in future Cambodian governance, NGOs seeking to influence
national policies must do the same thing. This will be doubly

® See article by Ok Serei Sopheak in the September 2000 edition of the Cambodia

Development Review (CDRI)
14
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important at national level where NGOs might be seen as only creating
difficulties if they cannot articulate a positive vision to which their
arguments relate.

A brcad and consistent vision is only likely to emerge with the
synthesis of: ’

= Findings from research in Cambodia
* Visions articulated by local development NGOs in Cambodia
) Experiences of other countries.

However, at this stage NGCOs seeking to influence national policies can
begin to formulate their own ideas and anticipate how they can
incorporate other ideas intc a more broadly supported consensus.

Understanding the Nature and Extent of Support for Commune Reform

if NGOs are to engage in dialogue with government about
decentralisation and commune reform it is important that they
understand policy dialogue which is going on in the government. The
State is not one whole with one idea: there are different political
parties within the government, different factions within political
parties, and also different ministries with different interests. As a
result, the government's position is not fixed and unchanging. NGOs
with ambitions to influence government must take the time to listen to
members of the government and to analyse the reasoning behind different
positions, in order to develop a realistic understanding of available
opportunities.

For example, when analysing motivations for commune elections, NGOs
might compare commune and provincial levels. Why, at provincial level,
are governorships appointed by the state and divided between the two
main political parties? Why has the same approach not been adopted at
commune level? What are the political and developmental advantages of
having commune elections? If those advantages are so important why
have they not led to provincial level elections?

Of particular importance may be the role of donors and international
finance institutions (IFIs). Donors and IFIs may in some cases become
very active in the area of policy development. They may even demand
certain policies from the government as conditions for grants and loans
and then offer foreign consultants to draft those policies in English.
Such behaviour threatens to alienate the government and drive real
decision-making out of the public arena. NGOs need, therefore, to
assess quite carefully what the relationship is between government and
donors before entering into policy dialogue, especially at the
invitation of donors and IFIs. There may, in fact, be a role for NGOs
in helping to slow down the pclicy process and ensuring that it is in a
pace, a style and a language that is appropriate to the government and
people of Cambodia.

Cambodian NGOs, whether they focus on local development, national
policies or both, often have a very close relationship with their
donors. This paper has argued that Cambodian NGOs need to start
thinking and acting now in preparation for changes in local governance.
It may be helpful, therefore, for NGO donors to try and take measures
to support preparations by NGOs.

15
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Implications for NGO Donors

Anticipate Change

Anticipating change means anticipating different use of resources -
both human and financial. If NGOs are locked into agreements with
donors which require all of their time to be planned and accounted for
in advance, it may be difficult for NGOs to respond to the need to
spend time preparing themselves for commune reforms. There may
therefore be an opportunity for NGO donors to encourage flexibility in
the approaches of their NGO partners.

Support networking and consensus building

If NGOs are to establish platforms for engaging in policy development
at national level there will need to be time spent in local to local
and local to national communication. Anything that donors can
contribute to this by sharing information about legislation and policy
formulation and by creating opportunities for NGOs to communicate with
each other on the subject of local governance and decentralisation.

Recruit relevant expertise

There is an acute shortage of people in Cambodia with extensive
knowledge and experience of decentralisation and local governance in
other countries. NGO donors with field positions in Cambodia (whether
in long-term advisory or management functions or as short-term
consultants) should prioritise the attraction into Cambodia of such
people in order that they can contribute to dialogue about communes.

Conclusions

This paper offers only a very short introduction to some of the issuss
involving NGOs and commune governance in Cambodia. Clearly there is
much more to be learned and discussed about the role of decentralised
governance and elected local councils in the development of Cambodia.

Broadly, the approach suggested is one of partnership. If State and
Civil Society work together, beth can be strengthened, and both can
benefit from the different approaches and resources of the other. On
the other hand, any attempt by one to damage the other will certainly
damage both.

Partly for this reason, the focus of this paper has been on the role of
communes in development (before and after commune electicns) and not on
the elections themselves. While decisions about the elections are
important, they are less important than the partnerships that are built
between NGOs and local governments before and after the elections. It
is in the Government's interest and in NGOs' interest for NGOs and
local governments to co-operate in order to achieve good governance,
and also to ensure that local politics are dominated by local
development.

This paper has emphasised actions which can be taken by NGOs
immediately and without depending on donors or other NGOs. If some of
the ideas are useful for some NGOs, and if reading this helps NGOs to
be better prepared for future changes in commune governance the paper
will have achieved its purpose. Making a difference at national level
will require dialogue between NGOs and careful coordination and
leadership. This work will be much easier and more effective if
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individual NGOs have already started to think and to act in preparation
for change.
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Annex: Outline of the Seila Local Planning Process

Step 1: LPP Orientation

Output: LPP process agreed to by the CDC

During this step the CDC members come together as a team in the commune
for this first time. They learn what the Rural Development Structure
(RDS) 1is, what the LPP process is, what their own place and roles and
responsibilities in the process are, and how the LPP can benefit the
development of their commune. They undertake a number of activities and
develop a common goal, and prepare to work with the villages.

Step 2: identify 3-year priorities of the village

Output: Village needs prioritized for three years and
secondary data verified

The CDC and VDC go down to the village level to explain to the
villagers about the LPP, the roles and responsibilities of the commune
and the village, and the possible benefits of the LPP. Together with
the villagers they verify data and prepare the village priorities.

Step 3: Commune Development Plan (CDP) Formulation

Output: 3-year CDP formulated by the CDC

The CDC members come back together to finalize the CDP, using what they
prepared in the first meeting and what the villagers prepared in the
second step. The CDP is a commune-focused planning document, realistic
within the time frame, and with only the highest priorities in each
sector. To guide future investments, villages are ranked by poverty.

Step 4: District Integration Workshop

Qutput: Temporary agreements from line departments and NGOs for
services and/or fund allocation to the commune

The CDC prepares for the integration meeting by selecting the highest
development priorities in each sector that could be realistically
implemented within one year. During the integration meeting the CDC
representatives present the situation in the commune and negotiate with
the line departments and NGOs and IOs regarding support to their
commune .

Step 5: Commune Investment Plan (CIP) Formulation

Output: CIP formulated

The CDC meets again as a team. Making use of the list of the highest
priorities prepared for the integration meeting (See Step 4) and the
criteria for types of Local Development Fund (LDF) projects, the CDC
allocates their LDF using criteria. The CIP is prepared and includes a
map of the locations of the activities for the next year.

Step 6: Project Proposal Preparation

Output: Validated project proposal with clear cost estimation, work
plan, and local contribution
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Step 7:

Output:

Step 8:
OQutput:
Step 9:
Output:
Step 10:

Output:
agreement

Step 11:

Output:
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Project Appraisal

Letter of intent from the PRDC Executive Committee to
authorize the commune to proceed with bidding process

Bidding and Project Agreement Preparation

Project Agreement

Project Agreement Approval

Signed Project Agreement

Project Implementation

Project completed at gocd technical standard as per

CDC Reflection Workshop

SWOT analysis of the LPP
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