
Minutes

of the Bilateral Talks on Development Cooperation

between the Socialist Republic of Vietnam and the Kingdom of Belgium

Hanoi, 11th of June 2003

Bilateral talks on Development Cooperation between the Socialist Republic of Vietnam and the Kingdom of Belgium were held in Hanoi on the 11th of June 2003. 

The Vietnamese delegation was headed by Dr. Duong Duc Ung, Director of External Economic Relations Department at the Ministry of Planning and Investment. 

The Belgian delegation was headed by Mr. Eric Duchêne, Deputy Director General for Development Cooperation at the Federal Public Service for Foreign Affairs, External Trade and Development Cooperation. 

The complete list of participants is attached. 

The aim of the bilateral talks was to:

· review the ongoing cooperation programme and exchange views on the implementation of each individual project; 

· review the progress of the programme that is currently under preparation;

· agree on the way forward towards a new cooperation programme. 

Both heads of delegation made an opening address. The opening addresses are attached to the minutes of the meeting.

1 Review of the ongoing bilateral cooperation programme and other matters

1.1  Support to malaria control in Hoa Binh Province

The project had been formally concluded with a final Project Steering Committee on the 7th of March 2003. The meeting was very satisfied with the results and the fruitful collaboration between all parties involved.

1.2  Development of dairy support activities around Hanoi

The project came to an end in October 2001. The meeting expressed its satisfaction about the way the project was being implemented. 

1.3 Development of dairy support activities in Southern Vietnam

The meeting expressed its satisfaction about the way the project was being implemented. 

1.4  Training of teachers of pedagogical secondary schools in 7 Provinces of North Vietnam

The Belgian contribution to the project had come to an end on the 28th of February 2003, but project activities continued under Vietnamese and counterpart funding till the 31st of May 2003. A final Project Steering Committee was organised on 30th of May 2003. It concluded the project and endorsed the final narrative and financial reports. Both Vietnam and Belgium are very satisfied with the pioneering role and the remarkable results of this project.

1.5  Strengthening of the institutional capacity of the Vietnam Women’s Union related to the management of savings and credit programmes for rural poor women – Phase II

Both parties acknowledged the impressive results based on the positive experience in the first phase. Both parties highlighted the excellent and constructive relations between the Vietnam Women’s Union, the Belgian expert, BTC and the Belgian Embassy. They agreed on an early implementation of the mid-term review. 

1.6  Strengthening Textile Research Institute’s capability of conducting research, training and experimental development of textile techniques

Both parties were satisfied with the project. Vietnam regretted that the long period Belgium  required for decision-making had hampered the implementation and suggested that in the future decisions on minor modifications be taken at the level of the Embassy. Parties committed to draw lessons from this experience.

1.7  Survey and hydraulic-sedimentological study and an environmental study for the Cai Mep Multipurpose Terminal in Vung Tau – Thi Vai

The results of this project were highly evaluated by the Ministry of Transport. Vietnam underlined the importance of the Study in regard of the development of ports around Ho Chi Minh City. Belgium reported on the approval of the budget increase. Both parties agreed that the Exchange of Letters related to the requested budget increase for additional surveys could be completed very soon.

1.8  Tan Hoa - Lo Gom Canal Sanitation and Urban Upgrading in Ho Chi Minh City – Extension phase

Both parties were very satisfied with the progress of the ongoing project as well as its contribution to donor coordination in Ho Chi Minh City.

1.9  The Feasibility Study on Sanitation and Urban Upgrading of the Tan Hoa - Lo Gom Canal Basin, Ho Chi Minh City

Both parties were very satisfied with the speed of implementation and with the quality of the work. The final report of the feasibility study funded by Belgium was now available and the Vietnamese feasibility study was expected to be presented in June 2003. The Vietnamese party stressed that the study enables the use of the other donor funds. The Belgian side requested to be informed about pledged funding for the investments that are a follow-up of the feasibility study. Vietnam stated that a number of donors had expressed interest to finance. Both parties agreed to ensure follow-up and exchange of information on this matter.

1.10  Multi-sector Rural Development in Quy Chau District, Nghe An Province

Both parties recognised the difficult start of this project due to questions of communication, limited institutional capacity and inadequate housing for the international expert. They recognised the efforts of the local authorities to solve these problems. The meeting encouraged the Vietnamese Director and the International Co-director of the project to develop their cooperation. Vietnam stressed the importance of decentralization and empowerment and capacity building at local level. Both parties agreed that MPI and the Embassy of Belgium in Hanoi would closely monitor project progress. 

1.11  Support to the Public Administration Reform Programme in Can Tho Province

Both parties express their satisfaction with the dynamic start of the project and the good relationship at central level with the Ministry of Home Affairs. Both parties welcomed the fact that the project steering committee had put project activities in line with the Government Master Plan for Public Administration Reform.

1.12  The Belgo -Vietnamese Study and Consultancy Fund

Both parties recognised that the Study and Consultancy Fund is a useful instrument for the preparation for the upcoming projects. They welcomed the progress in the negotiation of an amended Specific Agreement. These amendments safeguard the participatory approach and the capacity building elements of the fund, and at the same time speed up the procedures. Moreover, the supervising role of BTC and the beneficiaries of the studies is maintained. Both parties pledged to finalise and sign the amendments very soon.

1.13  Debt Relief 1993, Debt Relief 2000 and related Counter Value Fund

Both parties stated that debt relief has been realised according to the pledges of the Memorandum of Understanding of September 1993 and the Joint Commission of July 2000. The Vietnamese party expressed its gratitude for this debt relief. Both parties endorsed the merger of the two Project Steering Committees for the Counter Value Funds, established by the debt relief of 1993 and 2000 respectively. Up to the 31st of December 2002, a total amount of 1,167,869 € had been disbursed by the Counter Value Fund created by the debt relief of 1993. The Belgian side had informed the Vietnamese party that DGCD had cleared the debt in its books corresponding to the expenditures financed out of this Counter Value Fund. The meeting took note of an outstanding amount of about 4,9 million € on the Counter Value Funds to be earmarked for contributions to new projects. 

1.14  Other matters

1.14.1 Bilateral scholarships

The Belgian side informed that each year a number of bilateral scholarships are granted to Vietnamese students. In 2003, the programme consisted of 30 scholarships for Master courses and PhD. degrees, and 5 local scholarships with AITCV. The costs of these scholarships, which amounts to 368,000 € in 2003, was not included in the pledge made at the Joint Commission of July 2000. The Vietnamese party welcomed the scholarship programme. The Ministry of Education and Training asked that priority be given to scholarships in areas where Vietnam has special needs and that the Ministry would be involved in the selection procedure. 

Support to the National Assembly and People’s Councils

The Belgian party announced that it will contribute 500,000 € to the UNDP-project “The Budget Process and Oversight Capacity of the National Assembly and People’s Councils” with the Committee on Economic and Budget Affairs of the National Assembly. This project was co-funded by UNDP, Canada, Switzerland, the UK and Belgium. The Belgian contribution came on top of the pledge made at the Joint Commission of July 2000.

1.13.3. Indirect and multilateral cooperation

The Belgian party reminded the meeting that on top of the government-to-government programme, Belgium was funding important programmes via partners of the so-called “indirect cooperation” and via multilateral organizations. These partners are:

· universities and scientific institutions with disbursements averaging 2,1 million € per year; 

· VVOB and APEFE, specialised training organizations, that on average disburse 1,3 million € per year;

· NGO’s, mainly active in rural development and health, with average disbursements of more than 1 million € annually;

· FAO, UNIDO and HABITAT, with yearly Belgium funded disbursements of approximately 0,6 million €. 

2 Review of the programme under preparation

2.1  Review by project

2.1.1 Upgrading of the Community Health Services in Hoa Binh Province

The Belgian side confirmed that it had received the official request of the Government of Vietnam for Belgian support for this project. Both parties declared they would do their utmost to expedite the project preparation in order to sign a Specific Agreement as soon as possible. 

2.1.2 Development and Extension of Dairy Farming Activities around Hanoi - Second Phase

The Belgian side informed about the current status of preparation of the formulation mission. The parties declared to make every effort in order to sign a Specific Agreement as soon as possible.

2.1.3 Teacher Training Colleges in the Northern Highlands

The Belgian side stated that it received the official request of the Government of Vietnam, accompanied by the identification report, for Belgian support for this project. Both parties referred to the fruitful experience of the first Teacher’s Training Project and expressed their willingness to move ahead with the project formulation. Both parties acknowledged however that this project is not included in the cooperation programme agreed upon in the Joint Commission of July 2000. They agreed to further discuss this issue under point 2.3 of the agenda.

2.1.4 Projects in 5 Provinces of central southern Vietnam 

The Vietnamese party appreciated the presence of Belgium as a donor in this region. Both parties assessed the state of progress of project preparation:

· Construction of an Irrigation Network and Reservoir to increase the Agricultural Production in Ninh Phuoc District, Ninh Thuan Province

The Vietnamese party informed the Belgian side that the authorities of Ninh Thuan Province had approved the identification report and had been submitted to the Belgian party by MPI. Parties were of the opinion that this project needs to move forward and declared to make every effort in order to sign a Specific Agreement as soon as possible.

· Improvement of Sanitation and Protection of the Environment of the city of Nha Trang, Khanh Hoa Province

Vietnam informed about a programme on urban upgrading in 6 cities in the South of Vietnam and suggested to integrate this project in Nha Trang City in the solid waste component of the programme. Both parties declared they would do their utmost to expedite the project preparation in order to sign a Specific Agreement as soon as possible. 

· Improve the general Living Standard in the city of Phu My, Binh Dinh Province through the Access to Running Water
The meeting was informed that all parties had received the draft report of the identification mission. The meeting encouraged all parties involved to move forward as fast as possible.

· Improvement of Sanitation and Protection of the Environment of the city of Tuy Hoa, Phu Yen province

The meeting was informed that the identification mission was ongoing. The meeting encouraged all parties involved in the identification process to move forward as fast as possible.

· Increase the Agricultural Production through the Improvement of the Irrigation System in Phu My District, Binh Dinh Province

The meeting was informed that the identification mission was ongoing. The meeting encouraged all parties involved in the identification process to move forward as fast as possible.

· Improvement of Sanitation and Protection of the Environment of the Towns of Phan Ri Cua and Lien Huong, Tuy Phong District, Binh Thuan Province

The meeting was informed on the state of the tendering procedure for the identification mission. The meeting encouraged all parties involved in the identification process to move forward as fast as possible.

2.2  General considerations and recommendations

As a conclusion of this review, the meeting recorded the slow progress of the preparatory process for some projects that were taken up in the programme as a result of the Joint Commission of July 2000. Except for the second phase of the “Development and Extension of Dairy Farming Activities around Hanoi” the meeting agreed that the main causes of the delays were:

· the relative remoteness of the provinces;

· the unfamiliarity of the provinces with donor procedures and donor requirements in general;

· the rather stringent procedures of the Study and Consultancy Fund ;

· insufficient clarity in the way the project cycle is used in the programme.

The parties agreed that modifying the rules and procedures of the Study and Consultancy Fund may indeed speed up the project identification process but other measures need to be taken in order to improve the project preparation process as a whole.

As one of the means to monitor and if necessary expedite the progress of the cooperation programme, the Vietnamese party felt that bilateral talks like the present ones would have to be held more systematically at mid-term between two Joint Commissions.

2.3  Rearrangement of budget allocations in view of the data on ODA disbursements

The Vietnamese party thanked the Belgian party for the data on ODA disbursements it recently received. Such data were extremely useful in order to assess and manage the use of ODA-funds.

Both parties recognised that the data provided show that 9,219,381 €, out of a total amount of 22,310,417 € pledged at the July 2000 Joint Commission, had been allocated so far. This would leave an amount available of approximately 13 million € to be used for the funding of 9 projects, discussed earlier, for which the total cost had been estimated at 18 million €. 

Consequently, and in order not to hold up the implementation of the projects which are already identified, the Vietnamese party proposed that in using the balance of 13 million € priority would be given to the following projects: 

· Community Health Hoa Binh (estimated Belgian contribution 2 million €);

· Dairy Farming Activities Hanoi, Second Phase (estimated Belgian contribution 2 million €);

· Teacher Training Colleges Northern Highlands (estimated Belgian contribution 4 million €);

· Irrigation Network and Reservoir Ninh Phuoc District, Ninh Thuan Province (estimated Belgian contribution 2,5 million €);

· the next project of the “Projects in 5 Provinces of central southern Vietnam” that is ready for implementation. 

The Belgian party consented to this programme rearrangement.

Other projects belonging to the “Projects in 5 Provinces of central southern Vietnam” would then be funded out of the pledge to be made at the next meeting of the Joint Commission, later this year. 

The Belgian party stressed however that, though it expected Vietnam to remain an important partner of the Belgian development cooperation in the foreseeable future, it was not in a position to make any new financial commitments. New pledges, it underlined, were the exclusive authority of the Belgian government. 

3 The way forward towards a new cooperation programme

3.1 Proposals on future project management

The Vietnamese party asked the question if Belgium would be ready to accept that in its future projects the administrative and financial management be in the hands of the Vietnamese project director and his administrative staff, while the role of foreign expertise would be concentrated on technical advice. This would raise the ownership and enhance the responsibility of the beneficiaries. The Vietnamese party underlined that such management would only be acceptable if spending, procurement and accountancy followed clear and transparent rules. Furthermore, it would require excellent cooperation between Vietnamese project directors and foreign technical advisors. 

The Belgian party, expressing its preference for bringing project management as much as possible under the authority of the beneficiaries, requested the Vietnamese party to provide complete and written details on the management and control procedures Vietnam would like to apply in foreign funded projects. On that basis and after analysis, concrete proposals could be worked out and possibly be submitted for decision to the next meeting of the Joint Commission. 

3.2 A tentative date for the next meeting of the Joint Commission

The Vietnamese party proposed that the next meeting of the Joint Commission be held in October this year. 

The Belgian party agreed to this proposal in principle but stressed the fact that new Belgian government has to agree on the date and the venue. It committed itself to communicate a decision to Vietnam as soon as possible after the new government was in place.

3.3 Towards an “Indicative Cooperation Programme” 

The Belgian party insisted that the output of the Joint Commission be an “Indicative Cooperation Programme” (ICP) that gives:

· a global objective, in line with Vietnam’s Socio-economic Development Strategy 2001-2010 and its Comprehensive Poverty Reduction and Growth Strategy in particular; 

· the sectoral and thematic components of the ICP and, for each component, the objectives, the geographic extend and the estimated budget;

· a clear limitation of the number of sectors, themes and regions covered;

· the indicative budget Belgium and Vietnam pledge for the implementation of the ICP.

The Belgian party believed an ICP would be an excellent way to speed up the preparatory process leading to implementation, as it would facilitate the decision on the eligibility of projects. 

The Vietnamese party concurred with these suggestions.

3.4 Proposal to clarify the project cycle

As one of the ways to expedite the project preparation process, the Vietnamese party suggested that the identification phase be replaced by a simple “project proposal”. The Vietnamese party underlined further that signing the Specific Agreement after the identification would conflict with the requirements stipulated in Decree 17/2001/ND-CP of May 2001, issuing the regulation on the management and use of ODA.

In summary, the Vietnamese party suggested the Belgian party to adopt the following steps for the preparation of its grant ODA:

1. adoption of an “ICP”;

2. submission of “project proposals” by the Vietnamese authorities to the Belgian Embassy , possibly suggested by the Belgian authorities ;

3. approval of the “project proposal” by the Belgian authorities, i.e. agreement on proceeding with further project preparation;

4. identification and formulation of the project, as one continuous process; realised in cooperation between the relevant Vietnamese authorities and expertise funded by Belgium; 

5. approval by the authorities of both parties;

6. negotiation and signing of specific agreement.  

The Belgian party, stressing its willingness to actively pursue harmonisation of donor procedures, agreed to give serious consideration to this suggestion. Belgium is of the opinion that rules and procedures are there to facilitate cooperation. However, in view of its current regulations and the legal aspects of the relationship between the Belgian State and the Belgian Technical Cooperation (BTC), it was not in a position to give an immediate answer.

The meeting concurred that this issue would be further examined in the coming months with the aim of finding common ground. Pending the outcome of this examination, the current practice would be continued. 

In their final statements, both delegations expressed their appreciation for the open atmosphere, the active discussion and constructive exchange of ideas. Both parties were very satisfied with the outcome of the bilateral talks and would endeavour all necessary steps to implement the decisions of the meeting and to prepare in good order for the forthcoming Joint Commission.

Hanoi, 

11th of June 2003

	For the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, 


	For the Kingdom of Belgium, 

	Dr. Duong Duc Ung, Director


	Mr.Eric Duchêne, Deputy Director General
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