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Financing Community Fisheries management through Women'’s
Savings Groups

Community Fisheries

Community Fisheries organizations (CFis) are groups of fishers with a government mandate to
manage their local fishery. Chronic underfunding has limited most CFi’s ability to fulfill even their
most basic functions, let alone undertake conservation activities. Conservation International’s
Women’s Savings Group Conservation Fund provides CFi’s with long-term conservation finance,
integrates gender equality and equity into their activities, and provides a community benefit.

Women’s Savings Groups

Women’s Savings Groups on the Tonle Sap Lake comprise around fifteen members. Each
member provides a monthly contribution to the savings pool, with the amount depending on their
circumstances. Members can request loans from this savings pool at around 3% per month. This
is substantially lower than the 10% monthly rate charged by local lenders. Loans of around
US$150-200 for one year are most common and loans are approved by a unanimous vote among
the group members. The loans are used to support members small business ventures including
purchasing fishing nets, selling consumable goods, raising pigs, and growing vegetables. In
supporting their small business activities, the Women’s Savings Group helps families become
more self-sufficient. Conservation International supports Women’s Savings Groups as we believe
that as families attain more stable incomes through business ventures, they will be less likely to
engage in unsustainable activities such as fishing in off-limits areas or collecting large amounts of
fuel wood from flooded forests. As such the group often provides loans to their members with the
greatest need. Interest accumulated on loans of group members savings is added to the savings
pool.

Women’s Savings Group Conservation Funds

Conservation International first granted four Women’s Savings Groups each a US$1,500
Conservation Fund in 2014. As with their own savings, this money is loaned within the group.
Ninety percent of the interest generated by these loans is then made available to their local CFi
to implement conservation activities. Activities Supported by the Conservation Fund include:

e CFI member patrols to detect and prevent illegal activities including deforestation, illegal fishing
and wildlife hunting;

e Biodiversity monitoring;

e Protection of community conservation areas including community fish refuge ponds;

e Community education sessions on relevant laws, flooded forest protection, restoration, and
environmental education; and

e Improvement and maintenance of infrastructure (e.g., guardhouses, observation towers,
signboards, water conservation structures, and obstructions that impede illegal fishing).

We have expanded the variety of our Women'’s Savings Group Conservation Funds to include a
US$1,000 Community Based Fire Management Fund and a US$1,500 Revegetation Fund which
are similarly granted to, and used by, Women’s Savings Groups to fund their local CFi’s wildfire
management and revegetation activities. The Community Based Fire Management Fund
supports:
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e Developing CFi fire management workplans;

e Community education sessions related to wildfire management; and

e Activities that assist the CFi in preventing and suppressing wildfire, within and adjacent to the CFi
area.

The Revegetation Fund supports activities related to flooded forest restoration including:

e Raising and replanting flooded forest seedlings;
e Direct seeding of flooded forest tree species; and
e Management of flooded forest areas under restoration.

Since our four initial grants in 2014 we have granted an additional US$20,500 to these and 14
other Women'’s Savings Groups.

CFi's and Women'’s Savings Groups

Successful implementation of the Women’s Savings Group Conservation Fund requires a strong
relationship between the Women’s Savings Group and CFi Committee. It is important for the long-
term success of the mechanism that the fund management protocols are closely followed. This
builds a relationship of transparency and trust between the CFi Committee and Women'’s Savings
Group.

The conservation fund increases women’s involvement in CFl activities as the CFi committee
must apply for a grant from the Women'’s Savings Group to access the interest generated by the
Conservation Fund. This has seen an increase in women’s participation in developing CFi work
plans, decision-making, and assisting with various nature conservation activities. Acting as a
grantee to the CFi has helped redress gendered power imbalances as the Women’s Savings
Group’s leaders decide on how the CFi budgets and spends the interest from the Conservation
Fund. When working well, accessing these Women’s Savings Group funds is easier for the CFi
Committee than withdrawing money deposited in a bank account.

Whilst the amount of these grants is relatively small (between US$ 125-250), they are easily
manageable by the Women’s Savings Group The interest generated by a Conservation Fund is
higher than a bank deposit and allows the CFi to fund small but ongoing activities such as
patrolling and wildfire suppression — particularly when other funding may not be available.

Establishing a Savings Group Conservation Fund

Minimum capacity of the Women’s Savings Group and Community Fishery Committee
Prior to receiving a Conservation Fund both the Women’s Savings Group and Community Fishery
Committee must meet the following criteria:

e Be legally registered with the Commune Council;
e Have submitted a current membership list to the Commune Council;
e Have their current group bylaws approved by the Commune;
e Have an active and committed committee which is;
o Elected and formally structured; and
o Officially approved by the local authorities (Village Chief and Commune)
e Have a current business plan;
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e Have current loan agreement documentation;

o Demonstrated ability to manage members' savings, manage loans, keep accurate and timely
financial records, and adhere to the group's policies and bylaws;

e Be located within their partner Community Fishery; and

e Beinvolved, or willing to be involved, in Community Fishery activities.

It is likely that before receiving their first Conservation Fund the Women’s Saving Group
Committee will require training in bookkeeping and financial management to meet these
requirements (guidance on establishing Women’s Savings Groups is provided in Appendix 1).
Following the training the Savings Group Committee must demonstrate their ability to manage
members' funds and comply with the group's policies and bylaws over a period of at least one
year (example group bylaws in Khmer are provided in Appendix 2).

Before receiving a grant from the Women’s Savings Group generated by the Conservation Fund
the CFi committee must:

e Be legally registered with the Fisheries Administration;

e Have an active committee that is approved by the Commune Council and Fisheries Administration;

e Have a current management plan which is approved by the Fisheries Administration;

e Have been trained in meeting procedures, committee management, Fisheries Law, gender in NRM,
environmental protection, proposal and report writing, budget management, and SMART patrolling;

e Be engaged with their local Women’s Savings Group;

e Have an officially recognized three member CFi Fund Committee; and

e Understand and be willing to adhere to the terms of Conservation Fund Grant agreements reached
with the Women’s Savings Group.

In most cases the CFi committee will need to undergo a period of capacity building and
mentoring before they meet these requirements. An important component of this process is
ensuring that the generally male dominated CFi committees understand the importance of
dealing equally and fairly with the Women’s Savings Group Committee and responsibly using
funds granted by the Savings Group.

The Conservation Fund Grant

The Conservation Fund Grant Agreement

Once we are satisfied that a Women'’s Savings Group has the capacity to manage a Conservation
Fund we provide the fund capital as a grant. This is a signed formal agreement between
Conservation International and the Women’s Savings Group which includes detailed terms and
conditions which specify their responsibilities in managing and using the fund (see Appendix 3
for an example). The Commune Chief has a role in managing the Conservation Fund and must be
involved in this process. Once both parties have signed the agreement it is approved by the
Commune Chief and registered with the Commune. These steps are required to ensure proper
registration and legal compliance.

The grant agreement between Conservation International and the Women’s Savings Group
usually lasts for one year. During this time, we mentor the group to maintain high standards for
fund management procedures (see below for details). At the end of the grant agreement contract
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we evaluate the Women’s Savings Group performance in managing the fund and determine
whether the conservation fund can continue.

Managing Conservation Fund loans

The Women’s Savings Group committee is responsible for managing the conservation fund in
accordance with the grant agreements terms and conditions. The committee must ensure that
the Conservation Fund is securely held and used according to the Women’s Savings Group's
bylaws. Interest rates on Conservation Funds loaned to members should be based on the
women’s saving’s group bylaws. Generally, interest rates of around 2-3% per month are suitable,
with loan repayments made every three to six months with the total duration of the loan being
around 12 months. Ninety percent of the interest generated from the conservation fund is then
made available to the CFi for conservation activities. The remaining ten percent is paid out to the
Women’s Savings Group members.

Further details on loaning the conservation fund to Women’s Savings Group members can be
found in the grant agreement terms and conditions (Appendix 3).

Funding CFi activities

Every three months the CFi can request funding from the Women’s Savings Group for eligible
conservation activities. This request must be in writing and include both an action plan and
budget. Two of the CFi fund committee’s three members must be involved in any applications for
funding from the Women’s Savings Group.

However, prior to granting interest from the Conservation Fund both the Women’s Savings Group
and CFi need to be trained in, and then supported through, the process of the CFi applying for a
small grant from the Women’s Savings Group. The CFi must demonstrate that they can correctly
apply for funds, using the appropriate documentation, and then report against the expenditure of
the funds for the purposes granted (see Appendix 4 for brief guidance in Khmer).

Once the Women’s Savings Group Committee has approved the funding request, they provide
the CFi with the money. The amount granted is recorded in the Women’s Savings Group
Conservation Fund cash book. A brief description of the funds purpose is provided and signed
off by the CFi.

The Women’s Savings Group then monitors the CFi’s progress against their action plan, with the
CFi recording in writing:

e Meeting minutes;
e Reporting against their activity plan; and
e Financial reporting against the approved budget.

These documents are submitted to the Saving Group Committee for approval.

The CFi also plays a role in monitoring the Women’s Savings Group's operations and
management system and reports any issues to Conservation International.
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Appendix 1. Establishing a Women'’s Savings Group

OVERVIEW

For centuries, people have built their houses on Tonle Sap Lake to access one of the world’s
largest freshwater fisheries. Threats to the fishery, and increased maintenance costs required to
keep houses afloat pose financial challenges for households on the lake, hindering them from
seeking further economic opportunity. At the village level, Cl has been facilitating savings groups,
which focus on pooling savings and providing opportunities for members to take out small loans
for business ventures like fish processing or family needs. The loans are provided at an average
three percent per month interest rate, minimizing the risk to women and their families of
becoming trapped in debt. This has led to a 76 percent increase in loan accessibility, allowing
women to invest in small scale fishing gear, health care expenses, and aquaculture. Women learn
about financial management and gain earning capacity, as well as respect in family decision-
making. Accumulated capital can provide a financial buffer against shocks such as natural
disasters or negative changes in market prices. Savings groups help women overcome the
multiple barriers that prevent them from accessing credit from commercial lenders. Some of the
savings groups contribute a portion of their profits to the Community Fisheries Committees, a
traditionally male- dominated domain. When women’s saving groups become ‘donors’ to the
committees, the power balance and decision-making process shifts. In establishing and
supporting women’s savings groups we aim to:

e Help group members understand how savings groups improve household economics, food
security and generate income;

e Reduce high interest rate loans;

e Reduce poverty by providing loans and savings education; and

e Build trust, confidence, and empowerment among the group.

HOW IT WORKS

Every month, each of the group’s members contributes a set amount of riel into a pool of money.
The monthly amount of savings contributed is established in each group’s by-laws and depends
on earnings. Members can request loans from this pool of savings at a low interest rate (e.g. 3%
per month as opposed to bank interest rates of 10% or higher). The group leaders and members
often provide loans to the members with the greatest need. Approval of a loan requires a
unanimous vote among the group members. The borrower must pay back the loan with interest
and capital. All the interest accumulated will go back into the savings pool.

The loans that members receive are intended to support small business ventures, which allow
families to become more self- sufficient. Savings groups function with the idea that as families
attain more stable incomes through business ventures, they will be less likely to engage in
unsustainable activities such as fishing in off-limits areas or collecting large amounts of fuel wood
from flooded forests.
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SET UP

1. ldentify whether there is an existing savings group in the community.

2. |If starting a new savings group, conduct a baseline survey to gauge community understanding of
savings concepts. If a savings group already exists, conduct the same baseline survey to assess
the current savings group structure.

3. Set up a voluntary meeting with all community members interested in joining a savings group

4. |dentify group leaders

a. Leaders need to show strong commitment to the savings group;

b. Establish the participation of existing respected leaders and local authorities (i.e. village
chief or commune council);

c. Group leaders must have the knowledge and skills to make clear and transparent financial
reports as well as write the groups rules and regulations;

d. Once leaders are identified, set up a separate meeting time.

5. Develop a clear understanding within the group about the role of savings groups, especially their
function in providing capital to build up income-generating activities that can improve livelihoods;
and

6. Savings groups need to have money to cover operational costs and provide incentives for
members

7. Provide training and build capacity on topics such as credit, building a business, loan contracts and
managing debt.

8. Create an organizational and operational system for bookkeeping, business planning, and other
financial documents as well as a system for sharing financial information (savings books) with
group members.

9. Establish group by-laws (i.e. payment to join, policies for borrowing, paying funds back)

Story of success

Ms. Kimhong is a 32-year-old mother of four children and a member of the savings group
committee in Kampong Thkoul Village. After joining her savings group, she received training and
capacity building in business development. Ms. Kimhong received a $100 loan from the savings
group plus capital to start a grocery shop in the village. She has used these funds to grow her
business as she adds more items to her shop. Ms. Kimhong estimates that she earns around
$40/month as net income of her business (around $480/year). This is additional income for her
family. Ms. Kimhong recently received another $75 loan from the savings group in the new
business cycle to raise pigs, which are expected to be ready for consumption in 6 months. Ms.
Kimhong is happy with the benefits her family and community have received from the savings
group. In particular, she has noticed a more equal role in gender and respect in the home. Her
husband has noticed how the savings group has helped their family.
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Appendix 2. Example Women'’s Savings Group bylaws
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Appendix 3. Conservation Fund Terms and Conditions

1)

Beneficiary Community

a)

The [Name of] Saving Group (the “Saving Group”) linked with the [Name of] Community Fisheries
Organization (“CFi”) is the beneficiary of the Conservation Fund established as set forth in the
Agreement. The Saving Group is managed by the elected [Name of] Saving Group Committee.

Overview

a)

Conservation International (Cl) is implementing CI's Fisheries and Families Resilience Building
Model (FFRBM) in fishing communities on and around Cambodia’s Tonle Sap Lake. The FFRBM
aims to improve people’s livelihoods and the natural resources upon which they depend for their
daily survival. FFRBM develops resilient livelihoods for communities associated with the [Name
of] CFi whilst supporting them to conserve their local natural resources, particularly their fishery
resources. Cl has completed a needs assessment and consulted with community members and
stakeholders and found that a sustainable source of funding is needed to support the CFi to
implement its management plan and related conservation actions.

The Prime Donor has agreed to make the Principal available to endow the Saving Group with a
Conservation Fund. ClI shall transfer the Principal to the Saving Group to establish the
Conservation Fund pursuant to the Agreement and the Funding Terms and Conditions. The
Prime Donor requires that the Conservation Fund be managed transparently and accountably as
detailed in the Agreement and this Attachment 1.

Purpose of Conservation Fund

a)

b)

c)
d)

e)

f)

The purpose of the Conservation Fund is to generate interest which provides income to the CFi to
implement its management plan, particularly as it relates to conserving fisheries, flooded forests,
and wildlife, and other conservation related activities, solely within the CFi area (“Purpose”).

The Conservation Fund will facilitate the Saving Group and CFi to collaboratively promote and
implement environment and natural resource management.

To provide capital for the Saving Group to fund members' small business activities.

Contribute to mainstreaming gender in natural resource management and conservation,
community fisheries protection and promote environmental protection within the local community.
To advance gender equity and equality in decision-making for natural resource management and
environmental protection.

Strengthen Community Fisheries management and sustainable natural resource protection.

Creation of Conservation Fund

a)
b)

Cl shall grant the Saving Group the Principal.

The Conservation Fund will be managed based on the saving group by-laws using the same
policies, procedures, and interest rates as other Saving Group funds.

Ownership and Management of Conservation Fund

a)

The Saving Group shall become the owner of the Conservation Fund once the Principal has been
deposited and shall use it in accordance with the Purpose, the Agreement and these
Conservation Fund Special Terms and Conditions.

The Saving Groups Chief, Secretary and Treasurer are responsible for managing the
Conservation Fund in accordance with the Grant Agreement and these Conservation Fund
Special Terms and Conditions.

Cl will evaluate the use of the interest generated by the Conservation Fund within the first year of
the grant agreement being enacted. If either the Saving Group or CFi Committee are not following
the rules and purpose listed in this document CI will report this to the [Name of Commune]
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Commune Chief and call a meeting to either resolve the issue, or restructure, or dissolve the
Saving Group.

d) CI staff will closely monitor the operations of the Saving Group for a period of three years to
ensure that all funds are being managed correctly and in accordance with the Saving Group by-
laws.

e) The Saving Group committee (Key Personnel listed in Article IV) is responsible for managing the
Conservation Fund and ensuring that it is securely held and used in accordance with Saving
Group by-laws. Should the Conservation Fund be misused the Saving Group committee will be
responsible for refunding it in full to the Saving Group.

f) The Saving Group members are eligible to participate in all Community Fishery activities related
to the expenditure of interest generated by the Conservation Fund. Saving Group members must
be engaged in deciding how to spend these funds and in budgeting their use.

6) Use of Conservation Fund interest by the Community Fishery

a) The CFi Committee can apply to the Saving Group to receive interest generated from the
Conservation Fund to use in natural resource conservation activities and environmental
protection as described as priority tasks in the CFi management plan. Suitable activities can
include, but are not limited to, guarding the dry season refuge pond, and patrolling the entire CFi
area.

b) The Community Fisheries Committee must send five committee members (Chief of CFi,
Secretary, Treasurer, Head of Patrol Team and Dissemination Officer) to attend quarterly or
semester Saving Group meetings and present the progress and outcomes of activities
undertaken using the proceeds of the Conservation Fund.

7) Interest and Withdrawal

a) Saving Group

i) The Conservation Fund interest will be withdrawn no earlier than every three months and
disbursed as follows: 10 % to be divided between Saving Group members and 90% for the
CFi to implement priority conservation activities as detailed in their management plans.

i) The Saving Group Committee presents Conservation Fund related revenues, loans, and
balance to the attending CFi Committee members at the quarterly or semester Saving Group
meetings, as the budget available to CFi’s depends on the interest earned each month.

iii) The Saving Group will consider cooperating with CFi law enforcement and environmental
improvement activities upon request from the CFi Committee.

b) Community Fishery

i) Every three months, the CFi is eligible to receive 90 percent of the interest generated from
Conservation Fund loans to Saving Group members.

i) CFi’s must request funds in writing which details an action plan and budget plan.

i) At least five CFi Committee members must attend quarterly Saving Group meetings and
present the results of activities implementation using the Conservation Fund interest and
provide a current statement of expenditure.

8) Use of Funds Special Conditions (supplement to the terms set forth in Section VIl of this Agreement)

a) Saving Group

i) All Saving Group loans (including the Conservation Fund) are to be used for business
purposes only.

ii) All saving group members in receipt of loans will be inform the Saving Group of the financial
viability of their funded business ventures at each monthly meeting.
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iii) To receive a loan, borrowers must submit a business plan, repayment schedule, and
agreement consistent with the Saving Group by-laws.

iv) Borrowers must provide matching funds to the value of 20% of the total loan amount.

v) The loan proposal must be endorsed (thumbprints accepted) by the applicant's spouse and
endorsed by the Village Chief.

vi) Non-Saving Group members can receive loans if the Saving Group members are not
borrowing the funds. Non-members must be guaranteed by one or more Saving Group
members.

vii) Each loan proposal and business plan must be submitted to the Saving Group one week prior
to committee review.

viii) The final amount loaned will depend on the evaluation of the business plan and the ability of
the applicant to repay the loan.

ix) The Saving Group will participate in CFi Committee activities supported by the Conservation
Fund, including planning and budgeting of approved management activities. The Saving
Group will also provide feedback and monitor the implementation of these activities funded by
interest generated by the Conservation Fund.

b) Community Fishery

i) The CFiis entitled to receive the interest generated from the Conservation Fund to use in
natural resource management and conservation.

i) The CFi Committee shall use the interest generated from the Conservation Fund solely to
finance the operations and activities of the CFi, provided those actions contribute to the
Purpose.

iii) The income provided from the Conservation Fund shall only be used to implement the
Purpose. Permitted activities include: patrolling the CFi for illegal activity (recorded using the
SMART system), measuring biodiversity, guarding the community conservation area,
disseminating information on relevant laws, flooded forest protection and restoration, wildfire
management, environmental education, and improving and maintaining infrastructure (e.g.
guard house, observation towers, sign boards, water conservation structures and
obstructions that impede illegal fishing). All activities must take place within the boundary of
the officially recognized CFi. The CFi must respond to comments made by the Saving Group
on their proposed conservation activities prior to receiving any funding.

iv) The income from the Conservation Fund shall not be used to attend meetings organized by
other NGO’s that are not related to the Purpose and/or if the organizing NGO is covering the
cost of participation.

v) The CFi Committee will produce a financial report (at least annually) that details all sources of
income received, including the proceeds of the Conservation Fund.

vi) The CFi Committee must send at least one representative to each monthly Saving Group
meeting so that they understand the functioning of the Saving Group and are able to provide
financial reports on Conservation Fund activities to quarterly Saving Group meetings.

vii) The CFi Committee must record all expenditure and income to verify expenditure of money
granted under the Conservation Fund.

viii) The CFi Committee shall account for use of the Conservation Fund income in accordance
with established CFi rules for the utilization of donor funds, as such rules may be revised
from time to time. All expenses must be supported by adequate documentation. Accounting
records shall trace back to source documentation.

c) All CFi Committee and Saving Group members must replant at least ten flooded forest tree
seedlings every year within the CFi area.
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9) Monitoring

a)

b)

9)

ClI has the right to review all savings and investments made by both the Saving Group and CFi
Committee.

The Saving Group will retain all financial and contractual records related to the agreement
separately from any other paperwork related to other funding received by the Saving Group. The
Saving Group will keep these records for four (4) years from the performance start date and make
them available to Cl and the Prime Donor for review at any time.

The Saving Group must immediately report to Cl any cases of the CFi being in breach of their
Conservation Fund grant agreement. Non-compliance can include but is not limited to: using
Funds for activities that do not support the Purpose; using Funds without supporting documents,
requesting and using Funds without an action plan or failing to keep adequate records (e.g.
meeting minutes, budget plans, financial accounts, meeting attendance lists and reports), the
expenditure or outcomes have not complied with the agreement.

The Saving Group is required to monitor grant related activities of the CFi to ensure proper use of
the funds.

In cases where the CFi was found to be improperly using proceeds from the Conservation Fund,
it must pay back all money received under the Conservation Fund grant in full to the Saving
Group.

By [DATE ONE YEAR FROM CONTRACT SIGNING], the Saving Group must produce a written
and financial report to Cl which describes the status of the Conservation Fund.

The Saving Group shall ensure timely implementation of recommendations made by Cl during the
period of the grant. Failure to implement recommendations may result in suspension or
termination of the Conservation Fund by Cl as described below.

10) Suspension or Termination of Conservation Fund by Cl

a)

b)

If non-compliance with the Agreement or the Funding Terms and Conditions cannot be resolved,
Cl reserves the right to suspend the expenditure of, or terminate, the Conservation Fund.

Cl can suspend the Conservation Fund until Saving Group elections are called, and a new Saving
Group Committee has been elected. If Cl is satisfied with the composition and competence of the
new Saving Group Committee the Conservation Fund will be reinstated.

In cases of gross misconduct or criminal activity Cl may terminate the Conservation Fund and
recover the Principal. Subsequent expenditure of the Principal shall be negotiated with the Prime
Donor.

In both cases, Cl will notify the Saving Group Committee through the [Name of] Commune
Council with a written explanation of the reasons for suspension/termination 30 days in advance
to the date of the suspension/termination date. During any period of suspension/termination, the
Saving Group will be prohibited from spending the income generated from the Conservation
Fund.

Cl will terminate the Conservation Fund if the Saving Group dissolves and will recover the
Principle. Any remaining interest held by the Saving Group will be disbursed to the CFi or Saving
Group members as per Article 7 of these Special Terms & Conditions. CI will monitor expenditure
of any funds granted to the CFi.

11) Early Withdrawal of Principal

a)

b)

Cl retains the right to withdraw all or part of the Conservation Fund from the Saving Group if CI
finds that the funds are being used in a manner that does not comply with the agreement.

If Cl decides to withdraw all or part of the Conservation fund from the Saving Group it will call for
a General Assembly Meeting comprising the Saving Group, CFi Committee and other
stakeholders to reveal the reasons for withdrawing the fund.
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12) Conflict Resolution

a) If the members of Saving Group committee cannot agree on the management of the
Conservation Fund and are unable to resolve their disagreement, issues must be raised with Cl
and the Local authority (Commune Chief) and resolution sought.

b) If problems cannot be solved, Cl retains the right to make decisions on management of the
Conservation Fund and the interest generated from it.

c) If the Saving Group believes that the CFi is not following the terms of the grant agreement it will
call a meeting with the CFi Committee and attempt to resolve the issue. And if the issue remains
unresolved Cl reserves the right to terminate the grant agreement and arrange repayment of all
Conservation Fund grant funds.
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Appendix 4. Principles for Granting Savings Group Funds to CFis
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