Establishing a regional network for Central America

The high degree of integration within the
Central American region—for example
through trade agreements or due to social,
economic, and even environmental conse-
quences of catastrophes such as Hurricane
Mitch—is obvious. Participation at a regional
level has thus become more and more impor-
tant. However, participation and communica-
tion between and within institutions and
people is often lacking —even within countries.
An indicator inititiative can be a good plat-
form for the neces-

sary communication
Participation

of institutions
and people is
crucial for the
sustainability
of the project

between relevant
actors. First, the
interested parties
normally share
common goals and
intererests, making
communication
easier. Second, indicator developers have an
incentive to encourage communication, since
the initiative is dependent on participation
and communication. Without support and
participation from regional and national
institutions, an indicator project will not be

sustainable, nor are its results likely to be used.

The establishment of a regional network lends

greater efficiency to the search for and ex-

change of information, the validation of
indicator methods, and the creation of mecha-
nisms to harmonize frameworks, as well as the
creation of capacities to use appropriate

information for decisionmaking.

To build a network (see Annex 1) and facilitate
a participatory process in the CA project, a

series of activities were organized:

A workshop was arranged to agree on
project goals, identify needs, and achieve

participation by the institutions.

In each country two rounds of visits to the
ministries of Agriculture, Environment, and
Planning, and to the Bureau of Census, were
organized to obtain the participation of

institutions.

Visits to institutions were carried out to
harmonize activities, identify contact
people, exchange results, and inform users

about progress and needs.

A training/capacity building component

was organized.

A consultative workshop and
institutional visits

A consultative workshop. Since the main
objective of the CA project is to have an

impact on the policymaking and planning

processes, as well as on environmental man-
agement at different levels in Central America,
a consultative workshop was held, to which
representatives from the six countries were
invited. The objectives of the workshop were

to:
Discuss the proposed framework

Identify which rural sustainability issues to

monitor
Select core and complementary indicators

Identify available data, basic information,

and geographical coverage needs

Identify national capacities with regard to

the use and development of indicators

Discuss the work plan with regard to
activities, associated institutions, a coordi-
nating committee, and the exchange and

production of information.

The first thing discussed was the proposed
framework. Workshop participants agreed on
three components of sustainable develop-
ment —economy, society, and environment—
and considered eleven categories of rural

sustainability issues:
Land use

Forests
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Fresh water

Biodiversity

Marine resources / coastal zones
Atmosphere

Energy

Social dynamics

Economic dynamics
Infrastructure

Natural events.

For each of these issues, as well as for the three
components, an index was defined for analysis
at the regional level (box 5). Six selection
criteria were used to choose the indicators for

monitoring rural sustainability issues:
Feasibility/ measurability
Clarity of design

Appropriateness of level (regional, national,

or local)
Transparency

Relevance to existing decisionmaking

processes
Sensitivity to policy changes.

As is common in participatory discussions, a
long list of indicators was identified, including
indicators at the regional, national, local, and

sectoral levels (see Annex 2).4

Box 5. Indices of rural sustainability

Indices by Components
Social: Human development index

Economic: Wealth per capita
Environment: Land-use index
Socioeconomic: Accessibility index

Economic-environment: Night-light
index

Socio-environment: Climatic-risk index

Indices by Issues
Land Use: Land-use index

Forests: Forest-risk index

Freshwater: Freshwater vulnerability
index

Biodiversity: Domesticated/
nondomesticated land ratio

Coastal/marine resources: Coastal risk
index

Atmosphere: Greenhouse gases emission
index

Energy: Night light index

Social dynamic: Human development
index

Economic dynamic: Wealth per capita
Infrastructure: Accessibility index

Natural events: Climatic risk index

Finally, it was agreed that the project team
would visit the countries to identify and
discuss data availability, needs, and national

capacities.
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Visits to institutions. Six regional and 50
national institutions were visited to harmonize
the framework and indicator sets, identify
needs, and search for and exchange data.
Another important objective of the regional
visits was to map the different institutions
against their respective mandates, responsibil-
ities, uses, and interests. This information is
crucial for both the communication of results
and for making the project as useful and

effective as possible.

In each institution needs for organization and
use of different types of information were
analyzed. The structure and availability of
data and the organization of decisionmaking
processes were also explored. Given the
structure of decisionmaking processes in the
different countries, the institutions visited
were ministries of agriculture, environment,

and planning and census.

It is clear that different institutions have

differing needs for
Variations in

need and
experience
need to be
considered for
an indicator
project to be
successful

indicators. Some
institutions request-
ed already devel-
oped indicators and
information. Ques-
tions about ways of
developing and
organizing data,
indicators, and information are commonly

posed by institutions at that knowledge level.



Others have not come as far, thus their main
focus is commonly on where to begin the
collection of data and the development pro-
cess. Yet another group of institutions has
reached a more autonomous stage, at which
further indicators or help is seen as unneces-
sary. A regional indicator initiative has to

consider all of these needs to be efficient.

LESSONS LEARNED

Workshop and
institutional visits

Without the involvement of users,

Box 6. Central American Project of Geographic Information

The Central American Project of Geographic Information (PROCIG) is integrated in a network
of Central American organizations interested in GIS research and development. PROCIG is
sponsored by the World Bank’s InfoDev program, Central American governments, the Centro
Agronémico Tropical de Investigacion y Ensefianza (CATIE) and CIAT. The main objective of
the project is to promote the use of geographic information in Central American countries to
obtain products useful to regional users. The idea is to work with a group of GIS specialists from
various national institutions with the purpose of creating the mechanisms necessary for a more
efficient use of regionally existing data. Apart from dispensing various tools (such as comput-
ers) to the countries, the project includes two international workshops (one in CIAT, September
1999, and one planned for January 2001 in CATIE), during which participants learn techniques
with which information can be obtained. In addition, during the year 2000 several national
workshops will be carried out. Initially each country has agreed to generate an information
product. Examples of these products include an application that makes census results acces-
sible on the internet in Panama, a system for analyzing water resources at the watershed level in
Nicaragua, and an addition of GIS tools to El Salvador’s National Environmental Information
System.

Source: PROCIG, 2000.

decisionmakers, and other stakeholders,
an indicator effort will be neither effec-
tive nor sustainable.

A comprehensive understanding of ex-
isting political and administrative pro-
cesses and needs is necessary for an ef-
fective indicator project.

A workshop among regional representa-
tives is a good first step to establish a
participatory process.

Questions such as: Do these data exist? If
not, who will collect them? Who will de-
velop the indicators? Who will pay for
collection and development?, can help
facilitate a practical approach in indica-
tor discussions.

Training and capacity building

Without training and capacity building it is
very difficult to get feedback from institutions

and obtain long-term results.

To ensure both results and feedback, some

B baciy capacity-building

building is
necessary to
achieve a
change in
existing
processes

activities were
organized in the
context of CIAT's
project activities in
the region, at both
the national and
local levels. For
example, during visits to the region a copy of
the Atlas CD for Latin America and the

Caribbean (a product of the first phase of the
project) was installed on the computers of the
institutions and its use explained, as a way to
introduce regional users to some concrete
products. Furthermore, activities to help
people and institutions in the management
and use of information were carried out during
the two rounds of visits to national institu-

tions.

Besides such “informal” training activities, a
more formal capacity-building component was
developed. One of the activities included in
this component was a GIS course in Hondu-
ras—a special workshop was organized in

Tegucigalpa in collaboration with CIAT’s
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Hillside Project’ in collaboration with the CA
project to train Hondurans in the use of

indicators and GIS tools.

The main objectives of the workshop were to:
(a) bring together all national institutions that
develop and use data, indicators, and informa-
tion; (b) harmonize the methods used in the
project; and (c) introduce the institutions to
the use of the GIS tool, as well as analysis and

use of the final information.

Finally, contact people from the region were
invited to take part of an InfoDev® course —
PROCIG (Proyecto Centro Americano de
Informacién Geografica)—which helped to
validate, test, and improve data and interface
and exchange of information. (For more
information about PROCIG, see box 6). Repre-
sentatives from all six countries attended the
PROCIG course, further reinforcing the
participatory process. A separate session on
indicators was organized, during which the
CA project was discussed in greater detail.
Discussions focused on the draft version of the
CD-ROM, which was distributed and demon-
strated at the workshop.

LESSONS LEARNED

Training and
capacity building

Despite the recognition that indicators
are useful tools for policy analysis, most
decisionmakers are not using them to
make decisions. Without training and
capacity building, it is difficult to obtain
results and feedback from the institu-
tions.

In order to create sustainable capacity it
is not enough to give already developed
tools to the institutions. Training them in
how to develop and improve the tools is
equally, if not more, important.

Capacity building is also crucial for cor-
rect and effective use of the information,
once disseminated.

Limited institutional capacity, inad-
equate exchange of information between
institutions, and lack of sustainability of
many indicator initiatives (due to
changes in priorities, people, and con-
sultants hired to do the work) are all ob-
stacles to a successful indicator project.
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