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Plenary II: The East Asia Experience

GEF International Waters Project Examples and Highlights from East Asia

1. There were eight presentations in the first session of Plenary II, focused GEF I-W initiatives in the East Asia region.  Presenters introduced their respective projects and gave an accounting of the coverage, scope, issues, strategies, action programmes and mechanisms that had been put in place, or were being proposed, for project implementation.

2. The projects included:

· Reversing Environmental Degradation Trends in the South China Sea;

· Mekong River Project

· Tumen River Project

· Globallast

· Marine Electronic Highway (MEH)

· Yellow Sea Large Marine Ecosystem (YSLME)

· Building Partnerships in Environmental Management for the Seas of East Asia (PEMSEA).

3. The above-mentioned projects cover five large marine ecosystems, bordered by a watershed area of more than 6 million km2.  The population in the watersheds is approximately 30% of the world population, with people of the region interconnected historically, and through population movements, religion and culture, language, and a general way of life.  The countries of the region are also interdependent economically, through shipping and intra-regional trade, commerce and an emerging ASEAN + 3 economic alliance.

4. Because of the semi-enclosed nature of the sea areas of the region, the countries are also interconnected ecologically, and share many natural resources and services, as well as environmental hazards and risks that are both natural and occurring as a consequence of human activities. The projects are addressing priority transboundary environmental issues, including fisheries management, habitat restoration and management, pollution prevention and management, biodiversity conservation and wetlands preservation, overexploitation of resources, erosion and sedimentation, river basin and freshwater management and the transfer of exotic and invasive marine species through ships ballast water.

5. A number of issues and lessons were shared during discussions, including:

· Development of transboundary I-W projects is a lengthy process, with several of the projects taking more than three years to evolve through the PDF stage.  Inadequate communication within and among participating countries, poor horizontal communication among line agencies, political sensitivities, disparities in technical capacity, and the bureaucratic processes within countries were cited among the reasons for the lengthy process.  No solutions were offered for overcoming the situation.

· The I-W projects collectively stress the political, economic, social, cultural and ecological interconnectivity among the countries, the people and the resources of the region.  Overall, the identified I-W projects exemplify comprehensive environmental management perspective for the regional seas and associated watershed areas, through integrated river basin management, coastal and marine resource management, and pollution prevention and management from ships.  Effectively, the I-W projects cut across all GEF thematic programmes and therefore require holistic, cross-sectoral management approaches and coordination.  This is recognized as a challenge to I-W project development and management, but it is also seen as having direct relevance to the WSSD Plan of Implementation and its global targets, as well as other international instruments and agreements.

· Country ownership of projects was highlighted as an essential ingredient to sustainability and replication of GEF I-W initiatives beyond the contribution phase.   The projects are employing a number of strategies for securing country ownership and sustainability including: establishing intergovernmental steering committees to oversee and guide the projects, integration of project coordination and policy decision-making into the agenda of senior-level (some cases, inter-ministerial) national committees, and multi-sectoral project coordinating/technical committees at the site or community level.

· Other elements identified as being central to the goal of project sustainability included: creation of a common vision for sustainable development of the shared environment/natural resources with strategic plans and/or agreements for achieving the vision; development of counterpart national/subnational strategies and policies, employing the regional framework and action programmes as guidance, while reflecting on priorities, concerns, needs and capabilities at the country/local level; adoption of cross-sectoral, integrated approaches to managing river basins and coastal and marine areas, institutionalization of management mechanisms and processes; development of demonstration/pilot sites to serve as national and regional working models; establishment of a core of skilled and  experienced personnel at the national and subnational levels using the GEF initiative as a vehicle for building capacity and providing the necessary hands-on experience; forging multisectoral  partnerships; and formulating of sustainable financing mechanisms.

· Enhanced information management systems and the establishment of communication networks and decision support systems were also highlighted in the presentations.  Access to information can prove to be difficult, because the data is either not available or, as a consequence of policy decisions, it cannot be easily accessed.  Nevertheless, the projects are challenged with developing and applying information management systems as a means of providing managers and policy-makers with accurate, relevant and timely data, and packaged in a format that is readily useful.  GIS, real-time monitoring, sediment and pollutant dispersion models, oil spill dispersion and sensitivity mapping were among the information management/DSS applications being developed/applied.  The MEH project, in particular, is focused on the development and demonstration of an innovative package of technologies, combining precision navigation instrumentation and technologies, with environmental information systems and electronic networking, to create a self-sustaining information service, that will enhance maritime safety, strengthen environmental management and emergency response programmes, and forge partnerships between governments, the private sector and civil society of the region, and beyond.

4.
A major conclusion from the dialogue was that the I-W projects operating in the East Asia region can benefit from inter-project collaboration, such as sharing of information, lessons and experiences, and cooperation in the development of complementary project activities.  This was seen as being cost-effective and efficient use of GEF resources.  The 2nd biennial I-W conference provided a venue and a springboard for such collaboration. 
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