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The bridge over the Salween River where the river flows to the sea, Mawlamyine, Mon State

BRIEFING PAPER 1: CONTEXT AND
KEY ACHIEVEMENTS

© Helvetas Myanmar

This is the first in a set of Briefing Papers providing in-
sights into key aspects of the Gulf of Mottama Project,
which operated over the period 2016-2024. A project
of the Swiss Agency for Development and Coopera-
tion, it was implemented in Myanmar by a consortium
of three partners: Helvetas (with overall responsibility),
the Myanmar NGO, Network Activities Group (NAG),
and the International Union for Conservation of Na-
ture (IUCN). A text box showing the key features and
achievements of the project can be found at the end of
this Paper, along with a list of the other Briefing Papers.

AN AREA OF RICH BIODIVERSITY

The Gulf of Mottama in Southeast Myanmar lies at the
mouth of three major rivers: the Salween, the Sittaung
and the Yangon. It is a globally unique estuary charac-
terized by a strong tidal bore, extensive mudflats, and
high biological productivity. The dynamic flow of sedi-
ment and nutrients sustains a range of high-value fish
species, marine mammals and overwintering shore-
birds including various endangered species. For this
reason, the conservation of the coastal area of the Gulf
is of international importance. It is also of intrinsic im-
portance to the people who gain their livelihoods from
the Gulf through fishing, farming, and aquaculture. Liv-
ing in scattered coastal villages, these people are fa-
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miliar with coastal erosion and with the loss of lands to
the sea. Indeed, there is a recognized circular pattern
of erosion and deposit whereby land is eroded by the
sea on one side of the Gulf and emerges on the other
side roughly every 15-20 years.

This forces periodic village relocation, generally two
to three times in a lifetime. The increased frequency
of extreme events induced by climate change — nota-
bly floods and tidal surges — mean that livelihoods are
increasingly precarious and village relocations are in-
creasingly common. All the interventions under the Gulf
of Mottama project that are described in this series of
Briefing Notes are based on the premise that biodiver-
sity conservation and improvements to local people’s
livelihoods must, and can be, mutually reinforcing.

WORKING IN DIFFERENT TERRITORIES

The Western side of the Gulf of Mottama lies within
Bago Region, while the Eastern side is in Mon State.
Even before the political developments of 2021 (see
below), this meant that administrative procedures had
to be adapted as appropriate; a State has greater pow-
ers of devolved decision-making than a region. The two
sides of the Gulf also have other distinct features.
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The Bago side of the Gulf comprises a large expanse
of very low lying, flat land that is prone to flooding. It is
characterized by extensive, low input paddy and green
gram cultivation, often curtailed by saltwater intrusion.
Aquaculture, typically combined with duck raising, is
also common. Road access to the coastal villages is
quite poor, and during the rainy season boats often be-
come the more convenient means of transport. Over
the past 15 years or so there has been a steady loss of
land from Bago that is now reversing, with new mud-
flats being deposited. Meanwhile, erosion on the Mon
side of the Gulf is becoming stronger. Here the land
mass rises inland quite rapidly, leaving only a narrow
band of flat coastal land. It is, however, relatively well
served by a network of all season roads, and paddy
cultivation is more intensive on the generally more fer-
tile, less saline land. The fisher people earn their in-
come from the catch in the Gulf, plying small boats that
can easily negotiate the relatively shallow waters.

Ethnically, the coastal people are predominately Bamar,
most of whom are Buddhist; there are also scattered
populations of (mostly Hindu) Tamils who moved to the
area several generations ago. In Mon State (overall,
predominately Mon as the name suggests), a few of
the coastal communities are ethnic Mon — but through-
out the area, peoples of other ethnic groups are also
present.

A CHANGING POLITICAL CONTEXT

The Gulf of Mottama Project was foreseen to operate
over at least three phases, each of three years. De-
signed in 2015, it commenced activities when there
was considerable optimism about the democratic de-
velopment of Myanmar. Accordingly, the project sought
to work closely with government structures — both the
line agencies and the administrations. Considerable
initial progress was made in planning conservation
mechanisms, as outlined below. The project was near-
ing the end of its second phase when the COVID-19
pandemic arrived. This caused a huge economic
downturn - ending many sources of income generation,
especially within the fishing sector for which the huge
market in China abruptly ceased. The medical effects
of the virus, however, were stronger in 2021, when
more deadly variants started circulating, and medical
supplies were scarce. The military coup of February
2021 that overthrew the democratically elected gov-
ernment of the National League of Democracy (NLD)
changed the course of the project completely. Since
then, direct collaboration with the, now military, govern-
ment has ceased, and the country has entered into a
period of civil conflict with various Ethnic Armed Orga-
nizations (EAOs) and People’'s Defence Force (PDF)
waging war against the military.
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Target villages of the Gulf of Mottoma Project
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Although major acts of violence within the project area
have been relatively uncommon, the impact on peo-
ple's livelihoods has been severe. Traditionally, many
young people from the area migrate to Thailand to seek
work. In the early days of the COVID pandemic, many
returned without having made the money they had
planned, incurring further costs in the process. With
no opportunities at home and a worsening economic
situation, there was soon a net migration back to Thai-
land. This outflow of people (both legal and illegal) only
increased when the military government announced in
February 2024 the enforcement of conscription. Many
villages are currently mainly populated by older peo-
ple (those who did not succumb to COVID-19), young
mothers, and children left with grandparents. Available
data indicates that most households are heavily in-
debted, especially as inflation is running at a very high
rate. The banking sector has been struggling since the
coup, the cost of living is soaring, and the value of any
savings in Myanmar Kyat is being rapidly eroded. It is
in this unstable situation that the project has sought
to consolidate achievements and ensure as much sus-
tainability as possible.



COUNTRY & PROJECTS CONTEXTS
* Approval of RAMSAR site

* 30 VDCs established and
seed grants for revolving funds
provided

* DRR and seed bank initiated

AGRICULTURE
* Seed bank esta

FISHERIES

* 3 Township level FDA formed
* Patrolling is initiated in
smaller groups

COUNTRY & PROJECTS CONTEXTS
* Expansion of GoM RAMSAR site
« State & Township CMRC
established

* Revolving fund grants to 30
additional villages

« WUMP and CBDRM plans
initiated

AGRICULTURE

* Three Township-level CFDAs
established

* Seed production certified

* Partnership with CFDA signed
to promote GAP/SRP and input
credit

FISHERIES

* Partnership with FDA signed
* FDA members represented in
the State Fisheries Committee;
* Strengthening existing 7 LCG
* One LCG (Khin Tan) is
officially registered.

* LCG initiated patroling of
shorebird

MCCL
* Partnership with Mawlamyine
and Bago University

COUNTRY & PROJECTS CONTEXTS
« Coup d'état

* DC structures affected by
political changes

* FMU Approach

* MoU with CMRC approved

AGRICULTURE

* CFDA federated at State
and Region

* Developed business plan
to produce and sell seeds,
natural fertiliser & inputs
in the market

FISHERIES

* Federated FDA at State
and Region

* FDA establishnetwork
with other Regional FDA
¢ LCGs initiate SMART
patrolling.

¢ LCGs join annual bird
surveys

COUNTRY & PROJECTS CONTEXTS
* Reduced tensions between

VDC and VA;

* Climate Change Adaptation
and Conservation Action Plan

initiated

AGRICULTURE
* CFDA establis

FISHERIES

hed Company

* Mon FDA take loan from A

Bank

* FDA developed a business

plan
¢ LCGs develop

* Conservation Action Plan

MCCL

¢ MCCL enfage on research,
symposium, social media

AGRICULTURE
« |nitiate seed pro

FISHERIES
* Establish Fisher Group

Initiated co-management
zone (Thaton)

COMMUNITY FORESTRY

* 300 acres CF recognized by
State; CFUG formed, CF
manangement plan

FCZ

« Six potential FCZs identified

on Sittaung river

COUNTRY & PROJECTS CONTEXTS
* CMRC established

« 30 additional, VDCs
established

« Village Action Planning Initiated
* WASH, DRR focal persons
appointed

AGRICULTURE
* CFDA established

FISHERIES
* FDA registered in Mon,

engaged in developing
fisheries law

MCCL
* MCCL established and
involved in research

COMMUNITY FORESTRY
* Paung & Thaton (Crab Island)
township 3 Com For initiated -
only 1 went ahead Kar Te

FCz
¢ Study on FCZ by FFI

COUNTRY & PROJECTS CONTEXTS
* General election

« Covid lockdown

* Covid-related activities, Cash
for Livelihoods and hygiene
kits distribution initiated

* EAFM Approach

AGRICULTURE

* Expansion to 2 Townships
and partnership agreement
signed

FISHERIES

¢ COVID impacted fish
processing

* Initiated conservation group
for patrolling

* Support patrolling kit to active
LCG

MCCL
* Marine Mammal Survey Action
Research

awareness

FCz

« Community engagement to

establish 2 FCZ

COUNTRY & PROJECTS CONTEXTS
* New regime appointed new
Village Authorities

« Conflict between VDC and new VA
* Conflict and banking crisis
affected the operation of revolving
fund

* EMU Approach

AGRICULTURE

* Expansion of membership
and business

* Registered Trade Mark for
seed and natural fertiliser

FISHERIES
* FDA start SMART monitoring
as an alternative to patrolling

COMMUNITY FORESTRY
¢ Assessment of CF potential
in GoM

FCz

¢ Conducted social potential
assessment for FCZ establish-
ment

COUNTRY & PROJECTS CONTEXTS
* Project phase out & handing
over

AGRICULTURE

¢ A-bank guarantee/ loan

* CFDA installed natural
fertiliser production and seed
processing facility

FISHERIES

* Reform of FDA membership
Bagolil and formally registerd
FDA Mon established private
limited company

* LCGs active in SMART
monitoring

COMMUNITY FORESTRY
¢ Support to 3 communities to
initiate & apply for CF

074

« Community engagement to
establish 3 FCZ

* Two FCZ approved




ADAPTING THE MANAGEMENT MODELS

As first conceived, the project was titled the Commu-
nity-Led Coastal Management of the Gulf of Mottama
Project. It began working with 30 village communi-
ties within six townships’, facilitating the formation of
a Village Development Committee (VDC), headed by
elected representatives. This served as the entry point
for project interventions. Each VDC had different sub-
groups organized according to livelihood interest; to-
gether they developed a Village Action Plan, and seed
money was provided for a revolving fund. The interest
groups under the VDC comprised farmers, fishers and
people interested in alternative income-generation
opportunities; over time, the farmer groups and fish-
er groups federated into township level and then Re-
gional (Bago) and State (Mon) level entities. Linked to
the VDCs, Local Conservation Groups (LCGs) were
established in areas of high biodiversity interest, their
membership generally comprising former bird hunters
persuaded into alternative livelihoods, or younger peo-
ple with enthusiasm for conservation.

Up until the 2021 military takeover, the project worked
closely with the government line agencies, especially
the departments of fisheries and of agriculture of Bago
and Mon, the respective regional and State adminis-
trations, and the national Union government. At inter-
national level, an early success was the designation of
part of the Gulf (the coastal area of Kyaikto and Bilin
townships) as a Ramsar wetland site covering 42,500
ha. Three co-management zones were foreseen with-
in the coastal waters, working with the inland fisher-
ies departments; further seawards, the Union fisheries
claimed responsibility. A Coastal Natural Resources
Management Plan was developed by 2018, and a
Coastal Natural Resources Management Committee
established in Bago and in Mon that would be respon-
sible for its implementation. Relevant fishery areas in
Bago and Mon were also revised in a participatory
manner.

Whilst the declaration of the original Ramsar site was
an achievement, it was of inadequate size for effective
conservation both from an administrative and ecosys-
tem perspective. The project therefore expanded ac-
tivities to two further townships, Paung and Changzon
(both in Mon State) at the same time as increasing the
total number of villages to 60. The project also facilitat-
ed the extension of the Ramsar wetland to cover a to-
tal 161,041 ha — as ratified in 2020. To better manage
fisheries, at least eight Fisheries Management Units
(FMUs) were planned — subsequently renamed Eco-
system Management Units (EMUs) to reflect the im-
portance of conserving the entire ecosystem, not only
fish stocks.

1 Kawa, Thanatpin and Waw in Bago Region and Kyaikto, Bilin and Thaton in Mon State.
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Avriel view of mangrove forest in crab island, Aung Kan Thar village,
Thaton, Mon State

Fishing boats along the Bilin River, Bilin, Mon State

With the cessation of any cooperation with the govern-
ment from February 2021 onwards, the project re-fo-
cused on community-led conservation rather than sup-
porting the establishment of township or higher-level
conservation bodies. Humanitarian assistance, started
during the COVID-19 pandemic, was also increased in
2023 to support the recovery of livelihoods affected by
flooding. A key focus of the last phase was to build the
capacities of the locally led institutions that the project
has supported to ensure that they will continue to op-
erate beyond the project lifetime. For associations, this
was complicated by a Law of Association introduced
by the military government in November 2022 that re-
quired all existing associations to re-register. However,
appropriate solutions were found.

The key achievements of the Gulf of Mottama are sum-
marized in the text box below.
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THE TRIPLE NEXUS APPROACH

The project is adapted and implemented using a triple
nexus approach, which utilizes the combined expertise
and interlinkages between sustainable development,
peace and conflict mitigation, and humanitarian ac-
tions, as shown in the figure below.

Wise Use of
GoM Ramsar
Natural

Livelihoods Resources Response
Diversification to COVID &
Disasters

agriculture, fisheries,
small business, support vulnerable
vocational skills, acess households, IDPs,
to finance recovery from economic
and natural disasters

DEVELOPMENT HUMANITARIAN
The Triple Nexus Approach in GoMP
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KEY FEATURES AND ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE GULF OF MOTTAMA PROJECT

GOAL

The unique biodiversity of the Gulf of Mottama is
conserved and sustainably developed, benefiting
the human communities that depend on it and in-
creasing resilience to climate change.

KEY PROJECT COMPONENTS

* Improved livelihoods of coastal people

* Conserved biodiversity (especially fisheries but
also shorebirds, marine mammals and man-
groves)

* Good, structured governance of the natural
resource

* Humanitarian assistance (added in 2020)

GEOGRAPHICAL COVERAGE
60 coastal villages of the Gulf of Mottama, with an
additional 17 villages for selected activities

TIME PERIOD
January 2016 — December 2024 in three phases
(short 3-month inception in 2015)

BUDGET
CHF 17.54 million (Phase I: 4,050,000; Phase |l:
8,000,000; Phase lll: 5,483,999)

FUNDING
Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation
(SDC)

IMPLEMENTATION

A consortium led by Helvetas with the International
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and the
Myanmar NGO, Network Activities Group (NAG). In
the first phase, the Biodiversity and Nature Conser-
vation Association (BANCA) was also a consortium
partner.

KEY ACHIEVEMENTS

Village development and livelihood opportunities

* Established and built the capacity of 60 Village
Development Committees (VDC) to conduct
sectoral participatory planning (such as the Live-
lihoods Development Plan, Water Use Master
Plan, community-based Disaster Risk Manage-
ment, Climate Change Adaptation, Conservation
Action Plans), to prioritize community needs and
implement a Village Action Plan.

* Improved the income of more than 20,000 peo-
ple (65% from poorer households) through the
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credit services provided to VDC members from
the Village Revolving Fund; Vision Fund Myan-
mar (for larger loans), and the FDA and CFDA.
These covered investments in agriculture, fisher-
ies, and other income-generating activities.
Supported diversification of the livelihoods of
more than 1,500 people through vocational skill
training, creating job opportunities for 88% of
those trained either through wage employment
or self-employment.

Strengthened community resilience to disasters
and climate change by improving small-scale
rural infrastructure, such as road renovation,
irrigation canal rehabilitation, weir construction,
flood barriers, and water systems.

Provided life skills and awareness on safer mi-
gration to over 3,000 people, including the po-
tential migrants and family members of migrants.

Conservation

Contributed to the official recognition of the Gulf
of Mottama (42,565 ha) as the fourth RAMSAR
site in Myanmar in 2017 and its expansion to
161,530 hain 2019 (ratified in 2020), making it
the largest RAMSAR site in Myanmar.
Developed the Coastal Natural Resource Man-
agement Plan (CNRMP) and established a mul-
tistakeholder mechanism (Community Natural
Resource Management Committees) at Union,
Regional and Township levels to coordinate the
wise use of coastal resources.

Facilitated the revision of the fisheries law in
Mon State and Bago Region to incorporate the
principles of ‘co-management’ by the public
sector and local communities.

Established community-managed conservation
areas, such as community forests (mangrove for-
ests) and fish conservation zones, which are led
by the community through Local Conservation
Groups (LCGs)

Contributed to the generation of scientific and
foundational information on fisheries (fish spe-
cies, fish catch, spawning area, etc.) and biodi-
versity conservation (such as annual bird survey,
marine mammal counts, mudflats and ecosystem
valuation), with more than 70 research reports
published; these have been widely shared in the
public domain and used in policy discussions.
Raised community awareness of the importance
and wise use of coastal natural resources in the
Ramsar area through widely disseminated com-
munication materials.



Agriculture and fisheries

* Facilitated the establishment of associations
for small-scall fishers (FDA) and coastal
farmers (CFDA) that provide demand-driven
services such as credit, sustainable fishing
and agricultural practices, market linkages,
and advocacy for the interests and rights of
their more than 6,500 members.

* Increased access to locally adapted rice
seed varieties through community rice seed
banks, thereby increasing the rice yields and
income of coastal farmers.

* Campaigned against illegal fishing, success-
fully reducing this by 85% through support
for patrolling by authorities and communi-
ties. Although since 2021, monitoring and
patrolling has not been possible and illegal
fishing has returned, the earlier success
convinced fishers of the effectiveness of
controls.

Humanitarian support
* Provided access to clean drinking water for

over 80,000 people (of whom 50% are wom-

en), and disseminated information on safe
sanitation and hygiene practices, including
Covid avoidance measures to some 50,000
(45% women).

* Provided Cash for Livelihoods (during the
Covid-19 pandemic) and Cash for Work
(during the economic hardship following the
political changes) to over 10,000 people
(50% women and 70% from poorer house-
holds).

* Supported the establishment of 32 commu-
nity quarantine centres with water systems
during the Covid-19 pandemic; ensured that
19,539 people (40% women) received dry
food and COVID prevention materials.

* Over 9,000 households affected by flooding
and conflict received emergency response
and livelihood recovery support to restore
their livelihoods.

GoMP IS A PROJECT OF SDC

Embassy of Switzerland in Myanmar
Vantage Tower, N0.623, Pyay Road,

Kamayut Township, Yangon

Phone: +95 1 2307465 / 2307466 / 2307467
Mobile: +95 9 778 875 778

Fax: +95 1 2307 467

Email: yangon@eda.admin.ch
www.eda.admin.ch/yangon
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LIST OF BRIEFING PAPERS

: Context and Key Achievements

: Institutions for Coastal Management

: Responding to Climate Change

: Community Based Disaster Risk
Management Plans

: Adapting Livelihoods to “Slow Onset”
Changes in Climate

: The Humanitarian — Climate Change
Nexus

: Conserving Biodiversity and Improving
Local Livelihoods

: Access to finance

GoMP IMPLEMENTATION PARTNERS

HELVETAS Myanmar

Yangon Program Office (YPO)

6th Floor, The Regency Offices

No. 587, Pyay Road

Kamayut Township, Yangon, Myanmar
www.helvetas.org/myanmar

Network Activity Group (NAG)

Yangon HQ

No. 51, Shukhinthar Street, Rose Garden,

Ward-27, North Dagon Township, Yangon, Myanmar.
Phone: (+95) 9 45069 4361~65

Email: info@nagmyanmar.org
www.nagmyanmar.org

International Union for Conservation of
Nature IUCN

IUCN Myanmar Country Office

No, 6095, Corner of Mytkyina St. and Myat Lay
St. Oattara Thiri Township, Nay Phi Taw, Myanmar
www.iucn.org/regions/asia/countries/myanmar

This paper was compiled by Jane Carter, Senior
Adviser Natural Resource Governance, and Rakesh
Munankami, Chief Technical Advisor, Gulf of Mottama
Project, both of Helvetas. It draws on the contribu-
tions of project consortium partners IUCN and NAG
and many project stakeholders, too numerous to
name, whose insights are gratefully acknowledged.

7



