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The NGO Forum on Cambodia And The National Poverty
Reduction Strategy (NPRS)

The NGO Forum on Cambodia is a membership organization for
international and local NGOs working in Cambodia. The NGO
Forum exists to promote discussion and to represent the views of
NGOs on important issues affecting Cambodia’s development.
Facilitating and coordinating NGO input to the NPRS is one of
the tasks of the NGO Forum’s Development Issues Project.

Internationally, NGOs have been actively involved with
discussions on national Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers
(PRSP). The development of Poverty Reduction Strategies
became a condition imposed by the World Bank and
International Monetary Fund (WB and IMF) in 1999. It was first
imposed on countries eligible for debt relief but later expanded to
other poor countries that desire concessional loans such as
Cambodia. The idea originated from NGOs efforts to obtain debt
relief for poor countries and civil society criticism that the policy
conditions imposed on poor countries by the WB and IMF were
hampering national decision-making on and ownership of
development policies. Thus, the idea of country-owned Poverty
Reduction Strategy Papers was introduced to allow governments
a chance to develop their own policies in consultation with their
country’s civil society.

International experience has so far shown some frustrations with
the participatory process and some concerns that little has
changed in terms of WB and IMF conditions on aspects such as
trade liberalization. On the other hand, in most cases, greater
interaction and discussion between government and civil society
has resulted, with development policies and their implementation
being discussed much more openly than before.

The Forum’s involvement in the NPRS process started in the
year 2000 when the government was preparing its Interim
Poverty Reduction Strategy. The World Bank did not require
civil society participation for the interim strategy, so the NGO
Forum organized its own consultation process. An NGO Forum
Team conducted interviews and meetings in four provinces in
order to obtain the input of NGOs and civil society
representatives. This was followed by a national civil society
workshop in Phnom Penh in which participants prioritized NGO
recommendations for poverty reduction. Unfortunately, NGO
input was given late and was not incorporated into the interim
strategy.

In 2001, the Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC) developed
its five-year Socio-Economic Development Plan (SEDP). The
NGO Forum brought together different NGO sectoral groups to
provide comment on the draft sectoral plans. The NGO
comments were compiled into a single document and forwarded
to the Ministry of Planning. The main impact of NGOs’
contribution to content of the plan was that short sections on
decentralization and on disaster management were added; these
issues had not been included in the previous drafts. The NGOs
also made suggestions on process which were accepted,
especially regarding the need for more time, better participation,
and better coherence between the two national planning
documents namely the SEDP and NPRS. NGOs are pleased to
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note agreement between government and donors, as mentioned
in the NPRS, that the next SEDP and NPRS will be merged
and presented in a single document.

In 2002, the Royal Government of Cambodia began work on
the NPRS, recruited its own participation specialist, and
organized a number of workshops to provide feedback and to
request comments during the drafting process. The NGO
Forum, therefore, encouraged NGOs to join the participation
process facilitated by the government rather than create any
separate forums for discussing the NPRS. The majority of
workshops were held in Phnom Penh making provincial
participation difficult. The government managed to organize a
number of provincial workshops, however, during the final
phase of the drafting.

In early 2002, the NGOs decided that their annual NGO
Statement to the Consultative Group (CG) Meeting would
focus on poverty reduction and that this statement would be
the main source of NGO input to the NPRS. The NGO
Statement was a collaborative effort between three NGO
membership  organizations, namely the Cooperation
Committee for Cambodia (CCC), the NGO Forum on
Cambodia, and the MEDICAM association of NGOs working
in health, together with contributions from many different
NGO sectoral networks. The final document included a main
statement followed by 22 sectoral and issues papers. When the
NGO sectoral groups were invited to the 28-29 May PRSP
workshops, they used their sectoral papers as the main written
contribution to the small group discussions. The NGO
Statement was also presented by NGO delegates at the
Consultative Group meeting on 19-21 June 2002. The NGOs
were invited to make plenary presentations and to be
discussants at the NPRS workshops in May, August and
November in Phnom Penh. They were also invited to send
delegates to meetings of the General Secretariat of the Council
for Social Development.

Other activities of NGOs during the NPRS drafting included
the “Poverty Reduction for Women” forums organized by the
NGO Women for Prosperity together with groups like Amara,
in Pailin, Battambang, Pursat, and Phnom Penh in June and
later presented in a forum in Phnom Penh. The NGO Forum
also facilitated a discussion between members of Cambodia’s
Senate and National Assembly and representatives of the poor,
including representatives of a trade union, a sex worker, a
family afflicted by drugs, a family afflicted by drought, and
fishing community and forest community representatives. The
NGO Forum also encouraged better integration of the findings
of the ADB-funded Participatory Poverty Assessment, carried
out in 154 villages across 24 provinces, into the NPRS.

During the drafting of the NPRS, NGOs brought many ideas
and issues to the discussion, including a number of the cross-
sectoral concerns:

e Some NGOs have expressed a need to question the basic
assumptions that underpin previous approaches to poverty
reduction, especially an over-reliance on economic growth and
the “trickle down” effect, in order to lift people out of poverty.
They expressed a need for a causal analysis of poverty, which
is used to inform macro and economy-wide policy choices, and

to consider the consequences of all policies in poverty terms.
Whilst recognizing the benefits of integrating Cambodia into
regional and international markets, they felt that equally
important is the need to integrate economically marginalized
groups within the country to the local economy. While the
NPRS only partly recognizes this, it does express a willingness to
commission poverty and social impact assessments to examine
the impact of economic policies.

e A concern, which the NGO Forum has previously raised, is
the contradiction between national level planning and
decentralized planning. The NGO Forum is happy to see one of
the “Next Steps” in the final chapter of NPRS is a “Workshop to
discuss consistency of SEDP Il and NPRS with commune and
provincial development plans.”

e Other concerns, raised especially by NGOs in the health and
education sectors, are the problems of disbursement of funds,
unpredictable disbursement of funds to provinces, and under
expenditure in the priority social sectors. Many NGOs felt that
clear indicators are needed for disbursements of funds, public
sector reform, salary reform and good governance. The final
NPRS expresses many of these concerns, but indicators and
monitoring mechanisms agreed at the previous CG meeting still
need to be included.

The NPRS is largely a reflection of the existing sectoral plans so
it is hard to judge the impact of the NGO input on the final NPRS
document. Some sectors, such as health and education, have
involved NGOs in the development of line ministry plans from
the beginning, while other sectors had less NGO involvement.
The NGO Forum produced a number of documents which
compared NGO input to the content of subsequent drafts of the
NPRS, including for example “A Rapid Comparison of the NGO
Statement to the CG Meeting and Second Draft of the NPRS”.
The NGO Forum is only now beginning to analyze the final
NPRS to see how well it reflects NGO concerns. However, even
if NGOs may not agree with everything in the NPRS, there are
surely many points with which NGOs and other stakeholders will
agree.

The RGC approved the NPRS in late in 2002. In March 2003, the
Prime Minister presided over the National Launching of the
NPRS at the Chaktomuk National Theater. Later that month, the
Ministry of Planning organized Provincial Launchings of the
NPRS in the three provinces with the highest incidence of
poverty, Banteay Meanchey, Siem Reap and Prey Veng.

It is good to note that the Forward to the NPRS says that “Even
though this first NPRS is not perfect, and some of the
recommendations of the stakeholders could not be
accommodated, however, it will be improved in the future since
it is a rolling strategy and continued effort from all stakeholders
is needed to ensure that its objectives are reached. Hence the
RGC looks forward to receiving further active support and
participation in the implementation, monitoring and evaluation of
the NPRS.”

The NGO Forum believes that the most important factor in
achieving all the good intentions in the NPRS document will be
to ensure that the poverty reduction activities specified in the
document are actually implemented. This will require
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government commitment, donor support and the active
involvement of NGOs and civil society.

In

order to encourage active involvement, the NGO Forum

organized a group of 18 facilitators from NGOs and
development agencies to lead discussions during the NPRS
Launching in three provinces. Six sectors in the NPRS were
given as priorities: Agriculture, Rural Development, Health,

Education and Governance.

Here are some of the questions

raised by participants during these discussions:

Listen to the Local People’s Perspectives on the NPRS:

Is NPRS a centralized kind of planning?

What is the implication for the
implementation of the SEILA Program?
What are the Millennium Development Goals?
How will the NPRS be implemented?

What is the linkage between the NPRS and the Local
Development Plan?

How the implementation, monitoring and evaluation
of NPRS link to the local plan level?

How much does the NPRS respond to local needs?

existing

Agricultural Sector

How can the agricultural sector ensure food security
for local people?

How can the agricultural sector ensure against a flood
of imported agricultural products from outside?
What are the measures to protect farmer products
from natural disaster?

How can we deal with the negative impact on
agricultural sector due to the enlargement of tourism
and industry sectors?

Rural Development Sector

Should educate and provide more guidance to
Commune Councils and Provincial Staff about the
NPRS.

Should select relevant strategies of NPRS to input into
the Provincial/Commune Development Plans.

Should be awareness raising of the NPRS among
rural people.

Should create media system of NPRS for the rural
poor so that they can participate in implementation.
Should have transparency and accountability of
financial management in each development program.
Should have Annual Monitoring/Evaluation to watch
the implementation process and recommend changes.
Should have NGOs to participate in the development
process and NPRS implementation at each location.

Education Sector

How will the Education Sector of the NPRS respond
to the basic needs and aspirations of rural people?
How will the Provincial Education Department
achieve the objectives of the existing NPRS?

How can the Provincial Education Department
mainstream existing plans and activities into the NPRS?
What is the way to ensure that NPRS implementation in
the field of education will be efficient?

Health Sector

Why does the current Health Coverage Plan of the
Ministry of Health not respond to local requirements?
Why does the Ministry of Health not construct Health
Centers based on geographical conditions?

Why is it that health workers cannot provide efficient
services for poor people?

Why are health workers often absent from the Health
Center?

Why is it that medical supplies and other equipment
cannot drop into the hands of the poor?

How can we ensure that equity funds are spent properly
to benefit the rural poor?

Gender Sector

Should have Gender Awareness Program at village and
Commune Council levels.

Should provide capacity building to women so that they
can participate in both political and social work
activities.

How can the NPRS provide job opportunities for poor
people such as women in the rural areas of Cambodia?
How can the NPRS mainstream women in all sectors so
that they can increase their participation and
involvement in decision-making?

How can NGOs participate in the NPRS so that they can
develop gender equity in the community?

What is the mechanism to ensure that the NPRS will
provide equality and equity of the gender
implementation strategy?

Governance Sector

What is the mechanism to efficiently implement Good
Governance?

How will the NPRS ensure elimination of corruption?
How can the NPRS ensure that people know that
government expenditure is transparent and smoothly
spent?

How should the NPRS organize the justice and judicial
system to ensure that the rural poor can obtain an
appropriate standard of justice?

How can the NPRS ensure that Natural Resources
Management will be sustainable forever?

The NPRS is required by the
World Bank as a precondition for
its future loans to Cambodia.
Therefore, NGOs should deeply
consider whether the poor really
benefit.
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