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1.0 Introduction

The Lessons Learned Study provides an analysis of the project results and identifies or formulates lessons and best practices to be shared nationally, regionally and globally. The analysis also recommends the best format and venue for dissemination of the lessons. Therefore, the study focuses on the following aspects of the project:

· General overview and comparative analysis of the project’s achievements;

· Technical, economic, institutional, social and other aspects of the project outputs in the field of innovative approaches to biodiversity conservation; capacity building; and supporting local land users’ participation in the design and implementation of new land use;

· Project’s contribution to increased incentives, including economic, for local communities and businesses to participate in biodiversity conservation and sustainable land use; 

· Experience with applying NGO execution modality;

· Main challenges and barriers faced by this and similar projects and the ways the project recommends to tackle these challenges;

· Lessons learned (both technical, institutional and process-related) and best ways for dissemination and sharing these lessons (target audiences and dissemination tools);

· The role of the project’s achievement for the country’s progress towards biodiversity conservation and meeting the Countries’ commitment under the Convention of Biological Diversity;

· Relevance of the project experience for other Georgian districts, as well as for other countries in the CIS region and worldwide.
2.0 Brief Description of Project

The project Goal elaborated in the Project Document was to:

· Conserve a highly threatened Arid and Semi-arid ecosystem through the participatory planning and sustainable use of natural resources.

Immediate Objectives were: 

· To increase coordination among countries concerned in participatory planning and sustainable management of natural resources.

· To develop agreed alternative land use strategies aimed at recovering and protecting the ecosystem and key species 

· To increase awareness and develop management techniques for the sustainable use of biological resources among land users and other stakeholders
The project’s target area has been described as one of the most endangered in Georgia in particular and in the Caucasus in general (Biodiversity Country Study, 1996). The arid and semi-arid zone is subject to intensive human disturbance, particularly as a result of winter grazing and hunting.

The arid and semi-arid ecosystem of southeastern Georgia, northeastern Armenia and northwestern Azerbaijan are of significant biological importance. Many species of the arid and semi-arid zone migrate over the administrative borders, as do some of the pastoralists communities that use the area. Some sections of the ecosystem subsidize others by maintaining population numbers, or function as biological corridors or reservoirs. Georgia was in a unique position to take the lead in coordinating trans-boundary conservation activities, a role confirmed by Armenia and Azerbaijan representatives in the workshops and discussions that led to the project funded by UNDP/GEF.

Since independence, Georgia has undergone a number of radical reforms in relation to land ownership. Although pasturelands are not privatised, extensive leases have been granted over pasturelands and critical components of the overall system have been subject to significant changes in tenure regimes. Georgia is promoting innovative approaches to biodiversity conservation by supporting local land users’ participation in the design of new land use patterns and their integration in its implementation and management. Local conservation efforts greatly emphasize capacity building components for managers and local communities while authorities are increasingly taking into account local lifestyles and traditional land use schemes.

3.0 Lessons Learned

3.1 General overview and comparative analysis of the project’s achievements

The experience from the CASEC project threw up a number of important lessons related to conservation and development in the region and beyond. The project’s intention was to conserve biodiversity by effecting change at the level of the ecosystem and was targeted at areas outside the protected areas system. 

The most important lesson from the project is that it produced a “home-grown” experience that has many commonalities with other countries and regions where conservation of biodiversity and development have been achieved both within and without the protected areas system.

In order to initiate conservation management at this level one of the main objectives of CASEC became changing or reforming land use practices to bring about biodiversity conservation benefits. This is a long-term process likely to extend beyond the lifetime of a “normal” project. But, this is not to say that such processes cannot be positively affected by projects, indeed projects may be the only way to bring external interventions into the system and bring about change.
To achieve this it is critical to understand the dynamics that are driving not only the process but also the communities and agencies that the project is interacting with. Furthermore, these driving forces operate in different time scales for example; driving forces that effect change in community perceptions and values operate over a much longer time frame than those expected by project cycles and may be influenced by externalities (such as the disruption of sheep migration routes or the closure of historically used pastures in other countries). This inconsistency sets up a tension between “project” vs “process”.

Natural resource management is further influenced by even greater ecological time scales, which because they are so long we tend to cast aside as unmanageable. Therefore, evaluating projects tends to be done against a specific set of “outputs” or “deliverables” as determined by the project log frame or such other tool. To evaluate a process it is more effective to monitor trend – if the trend is negative then it may be possible to use a project to correct the trend
. In order to learn lessons from the CASEC project, it is therefore important to place less emphasis on the discrete outputs that the project may have produced and try to examine the impact of the project on the continuous processes of land use.

The project’s target area has been described as one of the most endangered in Georgia in particular and in the Caucasus in general (Biodiversity Country Study, 1996). CASEC started in December 1999 and lasted 29 months (to May 2002). The “processes” of land use have been going on long before this, and will continue to carry on responding to environmental, political, economic and social changes. CASEC has begun to monitor and influence the process or trend for the first time with the specific aim of sustainably managing biodiversity resources.

3.2 Technical, economic, institutional, social and other aspects of the project outputs in the field of innovative approaches to biodiversity conservation; capacity building; and supporting local land users’ participation in the design and implementation of new land use
It is hard to draw conclusions on these lessons from the CASEC project until there is another intervention or “project”. When this occurs it will be more reasonable to assess how successful CASECs’s interventions were.

The development of the hunting farm does illustrate a number of important points. This intervention was arguably the project’s most successful. Analysing the reasons for this provides a valuable insight into how the larger issues of grazing and access and control over other resources can be developed in the future.

The hunting farm brought together the issues of responsibility and authority, cost and benefit and, pricing and tenure in a single discrete unit of management. In the territory of the hunting farm it was clear that the owner had:

· Both the responsibility for the natural resources and the authority to exclude or include outsiders;

· While the owner of the hunting farm bears the costs of management (including policing and opportunity costs) he also benefits financially, and;

· The owner has, effectively; secure long-term tenure (ownership or proprietorship) of the natural resources within the hunting farm. Furthermore, because he is able to “sell” these resources to visiting hunters they have a focused economic value that provides the incentive and a duty of care.

The hunting farm intervention has demonstrated that it is possible to integrate both conservation and development and that both are not exclusive, but this has been achieved within a de facto private property regime. However, it becomes more complex addressing these issues in areas where the access to these resources is less well defined.

3.3 Project’s contribution to increased incentives, including economic, for local communities and businesses to participate in biodiversity conservation and sustainable land use
While the hunting farm provided secure financial and economic incentives for biodiversity conservation management, the attempt to introduce a grazing regime that would benefit biodiversity conservation proved more problematic.

The important lessons from this are that a thorough understanding of the forces that are driving unsustainable resource use are critical to designing incentives that will alter the dynamics in favour of sustainable biodiversity management. A simplistic picture of the system would be that of shepherds overstocking and creating environmental damage due to greed or ignorance. However, a more in depth analysis reveals that the state has attempted to safeguard access to grazing lands, the lease system has been perverted by individuals through political capture and rent seeking and the shepherds are simply responding to these conditions and attempting to maximise profit as a survival strategy in a world full of uncertainties.

It is debatable whether the current levels of grazing are unsustainable. A further analysis may or may not demonstrate that the grazing is sustainable from a financial point of view or even economically and environmentally. But it is highly likely that there will be a steady loss of diversity from the system, sub-optimal use of pasturelands and an increased exposure to stochastic risks for both biodiversity and resources users under the existing regime.

CASEC correctly identified the environmental degradation aspects and subsequent loss of biodiversity in the project area. The project then attempted to affect the various components that were driving this “negative” process and influence them in such a way that the process became “positive”. However, because it did not “solve” the problem in its entirety it should not be considered a failure.

Although CASEC did not provide a complete solution during the project’s lifetime, it did serve to highlight an issue that has national, regional and global implications. Furthermore, it has begun to address these issues outside the narrow confines of conventional conservation approaches. Critically, the project tackled the issues of environmental degradation at the point where society, the economy and the ecosystem collide.

The project sought to identify the driving forces that created a negative or positive effect on the ecosystem and incorporated these in the interventions. In doing this it addressed issues of tenure (pasture leases) and pricing (minimum financially profitable flock size, “ownership” of biodiversity, etc.), it considered who might bear the costs of conservation management (individual shepherds reducing flock sizes) and who would benefit from such management (wider society) and in the case of the hunting farm – how they might pay for these benefits, and lastly it considered who was the de jure authority for grazing resources (the state or leaseholders – this was ambiguous) and who had de facto responsibility for ecosystem management (the shepherds through their grazing activities). In taking this approach it demonstrated that there were dysfunctions, weaknesses and inequalities in the overall system and these were the principle driving forces leading to the degradation of the ecosystem. Further, the approach revealed the distorting effect that could be caused by externalities (loss of migratory routes, changes in summer pastures, absentee lease holders) and the need to take this into account when planning an intervention.

At the point that the project was able to internalise these aspects within a single unit of management, the effect was positive (the unit of management was functionally efficient) and resulted in conservation of the ecosystem in the form of the hunting farm.

However, the hunting farm is essentially a private property regime. The historical traditional rotational grazing system originally identified by the project was clearly a common property regime. The disruption of this system caused by collectivisation during the FSU is largely to blame for the unsustainable use of the pastures experienced today. Today in Georgia, pastures are excluded from the privatisation process; however, the system of leasing pastures has effectively created a private property system with no sanctions upon the leaseholder against unsustainable management. Without any security of tenure and no clear authority for management in place, the nomadic pastoralists are responding as if the system were open access. That is: they get what they can before someone else gets it.

The challenges now lie in incorporating common property regimes, so disrupted by the FSU, yet still with many components in place, into the modern free market economies of the CIS. While it is risky to settle on a single issue, recognising the relevance of land and resource tenure to conservation outside of the protected areas system has been an important component of the CASEC success. There is no single blueprint available for resolving these issues, however, the approach of CASEC in looking beyond the symptoms to identify the driving forces behind unsustainable resource use is perhaps the most important lesson.

3.4 Experience with applying NGO execution modality

In this instance the NGO execution modality worked well. Due to the crisis faced by the GoG prior to 2003, government agencies lacked any real capacity or resources to carry out the project. In effect there was an institutional vacuum that was filled by the civil society organisations. Furthermore, the programme implementation modalities of NEX/NGO execution developed a strong feeling of country ownership both within EA, other civil society organisations and individuals within the GoG. In building the capacity of NACRES and its partners involved in the project, the human and intellectual capital has been retained in Georgia. This might not have been the case if the project had been implemented through government agencies because the experience would have been dispersed with the ending of the project funding. 

This has a considerable impact upon the projects sustainability, particularly with regards to supporting the long-term process of land use reform. It is reasonable to assume that this would be less likely to occur if the project had been implemented directly by UNDP/GEF. This is in part due to the UNDP CO approach and also partly due to the particularly strong civil society sector in Georgia.
 

While Good organizational and managerial capacities within the civil society sector and a strong grasp of technical issues combined with a willingness to question existing paradigms and adjust the project strategies and interventions, based upon available evidence, greatly enhanced the projects outcomes. It also exposed the project to a fundamental weakness. The NGO was essentially a geared towards conservation biology and lacked sufficient capacity to carry out the socio-economic analysis, set priorities and adequately cost measures, or develop the necessary local administrative framework that is a prerequisite for an integrated conservation and development project and necessary to integrate the management plan into the local administrative framework. However, this criticism must also be placed in the context of Georgia at the time the project was planned and more importantly implemented. The project was operating in a climate where there was very little recognisable local governmental structures to deal with.

Therefore, the NGO execution modality provided significant advantages in project implementation for a number of reasons:

· The poor financial situation experienced by the GoG at the time of implementation,

· The apparently chaotic situation that the GoG was in prior to 2003,

· The high number of technical experts that were required for short-term inputs to various components were more efficiently engaged through NACRES.

· NACRES had a strong and effective network and was able to access other networks of civil society organisations more rapidly than might have been possible for a state institution.

· There was little experience with working directly with communities within the state institutions and rural stakeholders probably more readily trusted civil society organisations.

However, a project that takes on the complexities of reforming land use at this level still needs a government framework to operate in. A project that is addressing the issues of land use outside the protected areas system requires a statutory institutional home, and effective governance. In this case neither existed, however, the project still moved the process forward even though conditions were not necessarily ideal.
3.5 Main challenges and barriers faced by this and similar projects and the ways the project recommends to tackle these challenges
The challenges now lie in incorporating common property regimes, so disrupted by the FSU, yet still with many components in place, into the modern free market economies of the CIS. While it is risky to settle on a single issue, recognising the relevance of land and resource tenure to conservation outside of the protected areas system has been an important component of the CASEC success. There is no single blueprint available for resolving these issues, however, the approach of CASEC in looking beyond the symptoms to identify the driving forces behind unsustainable resource use is perhaps the most important lesson.

Georgia represents a comparative success in this field. The solutions that CASEC developed are distinctly “home grown”. But, they have commonalities with similar situations in other parts of the world. Indeed the development of the hunting farm closely mirrors the early developments of rational and devolved use of wildlife resources that has proved successful in Southern Africa and other regions. In the Southern African instance, user rights were first devolved to private landowners and only later were the same rights invested in land that was communally owned. How this could take place in south eastern Georgia is not yet clear, but the project has contributed much to our understanding of these issues and if adequately supported it could continue to provide valuable lessons for GEF and other countries in the region that are facing similar problems.

3.6 Lessons learned (both technical, institutional and process-related) and best ways for dissemination and sharing these lessons (target audiences and dissemination tools)
Although CASEC did not provide a complete solution during the project’s lifetime, it did serve to highlight an issue that has national, regional and global implications. Furthermore, it has begun to address these issues outside the narrow confines of conventional conservation approaches. Critically, the project tackled the issues of environmental degradation at the point where society, the economy and the ecosystem collide.

The most important lessons from the CASEC experience are therefore:

· Technically - Biodiversity conservation outside the protected areas system requires a multi-disciplinary approach. That is, land use systems are complex and dynamic and require a good understanding of the ecological, economic, cultural and social and governance issues.

· Institutionally - Biodiversity conservation outside the protected areas system must be embedded at the local government level and broadly supported by national policy. Devolution of authority and responsibility to those that are closest to the resources and who bear the greatest costs is a prerequisite (as witnessed in the development of the hunting farm).

· Process-related – Biodiversity conservation outside the protected areas system is a process. Projects are a product of funding cycles and are likely to operate on different time frames (funding cycles, donor needs, etc.). However, it is possible for a project to positively influence the process and this needs to be fully recognised in the design of the project.

3.7 The role of the project’s achievement for the country’s progress towards biodiversity conservation and meeting the Countries’ commitment under the Convention of Biological Diversity

Finding fault with a project is relatively easy. CASEC, despite a number of shortcomings has been very successful in contributing towards the progress of biodiversity conservation and meeting the country’s commitments under the CBD. CASEC has taken conservation of biodiversity from the confines of the protected areas system (vital components as they are) and placed it in the context of Georgia’s economic, social, cultural and environmental development.

3.8 Relevance of the project experience for other Georgian districts, as well as for other countries in the CIS region and worldwide.
Altering land use patterns requires a process-orientated approach. Understanding the dynamics that are driving not only the process, but also the communities and agencies that are interacting, takes time. The time frame of these different actors may not fit easily within the time frame of a project. However, projects can, and do, beneficially influence these processes (as was the case in CASEC).

CASEC correctly identified the environmental degradation aspects and subsequent loss of biodiversity in the project area. The project then attempted to affect the various components that were driving this “negative” process and influence them in such a way that the process became “positive”. However, because it did not “solve” the problem in its entirety it should not be considered a failure. Indeed, the body of experience that was built up, the willingness to trial new approaches and the firm grounding in evidence-based decision making were successful.

4.0 Format and venue for dissemination of the lessons learned

CASEC, in tackling biodiversity conservation outside the protected areas system and protective legislation raised many important issues. Most of these issues relate to pricing and tenure, cost and benefit and authority and responsibility and how these impact upon natural resource management.

As the newly independent states move from the old “command and control” economies of the former Soviet Union into a free market economy these issues will have increasing relevance to biodiversity conservation. Indeed they are likely to exert the greatest influence on biodiversity and weaknesses, inequalities and inefficiencies in these systems are likely to be the root cause of biodiversity loss and over-exploitation. Replacement of “natural” systems with intensive or alternative land uses will be the symptoms. While it can be argued that this may be an inevitable result of economic growth, there are considerable risks that economic growth can be offset by environmental degradation and loss of biodiversity. Furthermore, simplified systems are inherently more vulnerable to stochastic change and market failure. This therefore places biodiversity conservation firmly within the mainstream development agenda.
In order for the lessons from CASEC to have the optimum impact in Georgia it is recommended that a workshop is held and includes key players from GoG institutions involved in local government, economic development, agriculture, water management and the environment. Participants from Azerbaijan and Armenia could also be included. Participants should receive a copy of the lessons learned document before hand and information on the CASEC project.

The workshop should focus primarily upon governance issues. Stressing the utilitarian benefits of biodiversity conservation and the importance of these resources to the development process.

� Murphree, M. J., Wildlife Division Support Project, CREMA Review Report No. 56. Wildlife Division of the Forestry Commission, Ghana and IUCN. October 2005.


� The projects experience in Azerbaijan was different because there is no civil society sector there, rather quasi-government organizations. Furthermore, the Author found that in Botswana, 15 years and very large sums of funding to the NGO sector to support community-based natural resource management (CBNRM) all but collapsed when donor organizations priorities changed, funding ceased and the NGO network virtually collapsed. The key point is that this type of implementation is very effective when there is strong civil society base to build upon.
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