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HILFSWERK INTERNATIONAL: THE ROLE OF AN NGO AT THE INTERFACE
BETWEEN SCIENCE, SOCIETY, AND GOVERNMENT IN CENTRAL ASIA

AHHOTALUA

Relevance. Over the last decades, distinct models, strategies, and funding forms have become available for
international projects in various sectors. On the academic plane, and particularly in the fields of
environmental science and sustainability, project applicants usually face the choice between purely scientific
grants or those dedicated, e.g., to social or business development. Very often and paradoxically, this
discrepancy has to be overcome already at the stage of a grant application, as many donors require a clear
outline of the expected impact of a respective project reaching out to other sectors of application. In this
article, we present the Central Asia Mission of the NGO Hilfswerk International and its essential beneficial
role for international project implementation between Europe and Central Asia at the interface between
science, society, and governments. Its mode of operation over more than 15 years is outlined by the five
consecutive economic development projects CANDY |-V and the thereupon-based Erasmus+ projects
HECAFS and AgroDev targeting capacity building in higher education systems. All seven projects had a
strong focus on agriculture and food security but exemplarily stand for Hilfswerk International's flexible
expertise adjustable to other crucial thematics of the near future — i.e., climate change, environmental
pollution, water security, etc.

Keywords: NGO, agricultural development, food security and standardization, SME support, higher
education development, capacity building, sustainability.

Hilfswerk International: poas HITO na cmouike nayku,
obwecmea u zocyoapcmea ¢ Ilenmpanvnon A3uu

AHHOTALINA

AKTyanpHOCTb. 3a MOCJIEOHHE JECATHICTUS Ui
MEXIYHapOJHBIX MPOEKTOB B PAa3JIMYHBIX CEKTOpax
CTaJdM JIOCTYIHBI pa3lWYHbIE MOJENH, CTPaTeruud |
¢dbopmbl (uHAHCHpOBaHUA. B akamemMudeckoM IIaHe, W
0COOCHHO B OONAacTH HayK 00 OKpyKaromen cpeae u
YCTOWYMBOM Da3BUTHH, 3aSBUTEIN IPOEKTOB OOBIYHO
CTAJKHUBAIOTCA C BBIOOPOM MEXIy YHCTO HAyYHBIMHU
TpaHTaMM WM TPaHTaMH, MOCBAIICHHBIMH, HaIpHMED,
conpaNbHOMY WIH Om3Hec-pazBuThio. OdYeHb 4YacTo
KaKk 53TO0 HM TapaJoKCaJlbHO, 3TO HECOOTBETCTBUE
MIPUXOUTCS MPEOJOJIEeBATh YK€ Ha JTale NOoJauu 3asBKU
Ha IPaHT, TOCKOJIBKY MHOTHE JOHOPHI TPEOYIOT YETKOro
OTHCAHUS 0KHIaeMOT0 BO3ACHUCTBU
COOTBETCTBYIOIIIETO IIPOEKTa Ha JpyTHe OTpaciud H
cheppl. B aTOll  crathe MBI TIpeACTaBISIEM
HentpamsHoasnatckyro  muccuto  HIIO  Hilfswerk
International m ee BaxHyI ONaroTBOPHYIO pOJH B
peanMzalii  MEXAYHApPOAHBIX  INIPOEKTOB  MEXIY
EBponeiickum Coro3om u LlentpanbHoit A3uei Ha CThIKE
Haykd, oOmecrtBa W NPaBUTENBCTB.  Pexnm
nestenbHoctd Hilfswerk International Ha mpoTsbkeHnu
Oonee 15 yer ouepueH MATHIO MOCIEIOBATEIHLHBIMU
poekTaMu 3KoHoMuueckoro passutust CANDY -V u
OCHOBaHHBIMH Ha HUX npoekramu Erasmus+ HECAFS u
AgroDev, HarpaBJIeHHBIMH Ha HapalBaHue
MOTEHIMaja B CHUCTeMax BhICHIeTOo oOpa3zoBaHuA. Bce
CeMb IIPOEKTOB OBIIM COCPEIOTOYCHBI Ha CEIbCKOM
XO3SHCTBE M TIPOJOBOJBCTBEHHON O€30MacHOCTH, HO
oOpasioBo aeMoHcTpupytoT TuOkmit ombiT Hilfswerk
International, KOTOpBIHf MOXXHO aJaNTHPOBATH K APYTUM
Ba)XHBIM TeMaM Oimkaifiiero Oyaymiero, HampuMep,
N3MEHEHHMIO KJIMMaTa, 3arpsA3HCHUIO OKpYXKaromei

Hilfswerk International: éopéopoyx Azuadazwl unum,
KOOM, JCAHa MaAMIAECKeMMUH 0ailIaHbIUbIHOA
03Yoapowin pony

AHHOTALINA

MaaHunyyayK. AKBIPKBI OH JKBULABIKTapJa ap KaHpaai
CEKTOPJIOPAOTY 3]  apaliblk  J10a000piop  Y4YH
Kap>KbUIOOHYH ap KaHAail MOJENAEpH, CTpaTerusiapbl
*aHa (opMmanapbl KETKWIMKTYY OOJymn  KajJsl.
AKazeMUsIBIK TEPMHMHAED MEHEH aWTKaHaa, e3revye
9KOJIOTHSUIBIK YKaHa TypYKTYYJIYK WIMMJIEPH KaaTbIHAA,
JI0JI000pAYH TalamKepiepu, aaaTTa, COLMAJIBIK JKe
OM3HECTH  OHYKTYpPYYTe OarpITTaNrad  WIMNMHHA
TPaHTTAapJbIH JXE€ TPAaHTTapAblH OPTOCYHIA TaHIOOTO
Ty 6oxnymar. Ken yuypaa skaHa napanokcanayy TYpue,
OyJ1 Kapama-KapIIbUIBIK TPAHTTHIK 6TYHMOHYH 3Ta0bIH/Ia
KOIOIyyra Tyypa KeleT, aHTKCeHH KOINTereH IOHOPIOp
THelenyy Joj0oopayH Oamika CEKTOpJIOPro jKaHa
aliMakTapra KYTYJII'OH TaaCHpHH TaK CYpeTTell OepyYyHY
tanan KeitaT. byn makanana 6us Hilfswerk International
OKMOTTYK 5Mec YyloMyHyH bopGop  Asusgarst
MUCCHSICHIH YKaHa aHbIH WJIMM, KOOM aHa ©KMOTTOPIYH
kecunumubae EBpoma bupumaurun menen bopGopayx
ABHSHBIH OPTOCYH/IAThl 31 apajibIK J0JI000PIOPIY UILKE
aIIBIPYyIarsl MaaHWIYY naiinanyy pOIIyH
cynytaiioe3. Hilfswerk International koMmaHUsCBIHBIH
15 >KpUIAaH amIBIK HINTE® pPEeXUMU Oell bIpaarTyy
CANDY |-V 3KOHOMHKAIBIK OHYIYY H0J000pIOpY
xaHa anapiaslH Hermsungeru HECAFS »xana AgroDev
Dpasmyct+ 10m000piopy, IKOTOpKy OmnuM — Oepyy
cUCTeMallapbIHBIH MOTEHINAIBIH JKOropyJaryyra
OarbITTalTaH.
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Cpcabl, 0€30MacHOCThIO BOI[OCHaG)KCHI/IH uT. O

Knrouesvie cnosa:

o0Opa3oBaHus,
YCTOMYUBOCTb.

HITO, pa3ButuHe CEIBCKOIrO
XO3SICTBa,  IPOAOBOJLCTBEHHAS
cra"gapruszanus, noaaepkka MCII, pa3Butue BeICIIErO

HapaliuBaHUC

0€30IIaCHOCTh U

IIOTCHIIMAala,

Auxvtuy cezoep: bOYnap, aiibin wapOaHbl OHYKTYPYY,
a3bIK-TYJIYK KOOIICY3/yTy aHa CTaHIapTTallTBIPYy,
YakaH XaHa OPTO OWM3HECTH KOJIIO0O, KOTOPKY OmimmM
OepyYHY OHYKTYpPYY, MNOTEHLIHAIAbI JKOropylaryy,
TYPYKTYYJIyK.
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Introduction

Hilfswerk International is an Austrian non-governmental organization (NGO) and one of the
country's leaders in development cooperation and humanitarian aid, operating since 1978 in a global
radius. While the umbrella organization Hilfswerk Osterreich (www.hilfswerk.at) assists in the
socio-medical sector within Austria, Hilfswerk International (www.hilfswerk.at/international/en)
operates on a global scale focusing on long-term economic development initiatives, skill
development programs, job creation strategies, general capacity building, but also provides social
and medical care and emergency assistance as well as immediate relief campaigns in war- and
famine-stricken regions, and regions affected by sustained major economic depression or natural
disasters — e.g., after the devastating earthquakes in Turkey and Syria in February 2023 and in
Morocco in September 2023.

Until 2023, Hilfswerk International has implemented projects and campaigns in more than 20
countries in Africa, Central Asia, Eastern Europe, Latin America, the Middle East, South and
South-East Asia, and South-Eastern Europe; they are financed through dedicated thematic national
and international project funds (e.g., form the European Commission (EC), the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the United Nations International Children's Emergency
Fund (UNICEF), the Austrian Development Agency, or the United States Agency for International
Development (USAID)) as well as private donations, corporate social responsibility and sponsoring.
Hilfswerk International is, therefore, a self-sustaining non-profit organization (NPO) whose main
objective is to create perspectives and provide sustainable solutions tailored to cultural and social
backgrounds on national and regional levels.

It is of particular importance to note that Hilfswerk International acts as an impartial entity and does
not engage in political action, nor does it stand for religious or traditional beliefs; all activities are
transparently traceable and follow European Union (EU) financial standards as well as requirements
from the respective countries of operation. These principles are reflected by the logo of Hilfswerk
International, showing two shaking hands representing fairness and equality (Figure 1). The word
"Hilfswerk" is of German origin. It is composed of the word "Hilfe", meaning "help"”, and of the
word "Werk", meaning "work".

Being an NGO, Hilfswerk International is not categorized as a scientific, private-sector, or political
stakeholder. However, it can act as a mediator between these entities and a driving force for project
implementation — a role that is often underestimated, as many stakeholders do not see the necessity
and benefits of involving an NGO in multi-partial projects. This article presents the essential role of
Hilfswerk International in Central Asia (www.hilfswerk.tj/en) to exemplify the long-lasting success
of a consecutive and topic-consistent project series in the field of agriculture and food security.

Mode of operation in Central Asia

Like in all countries of operation, Hilfswerk International adapts its strategies and thematic
focus to the local and regional conditions of the respective countries. In Central Asia, the
representative office is located in Dushanbe, Tajikistan (Figure 1), but the mission has coordinated
activities on an equal basis also in Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan since 2001, respecting
the main principles of long-lasting sustainability in the targeted sectors represented by project
stakeholders. These traditionally include associations and unions mainly from the private business


http://www.hilfswerk.at/
http://www.hilfswerk.at/international/en
http://www.hilfswerk.tj/en

Becmuux OQwl’Y. Xumust. Buonoeus. I'eoepaghust, Ne2(3)/2023

sector, universities and other higher education research units, consulting services as well as
governmental bodies. By their nature, these entities have a unique way of operation, different
functions and duties, and often distinct objectives and interests. Here, Hilfswerk International
positions itself as a diplomatic mediator to facilitate communication and dialogue, equal objective
adjustment compatible with all stakeholders' interests, and, hence, optimize the processes of project
application, implementation, and post-project management. Thereby, Hilfswerk International
ensures cooperation not only between entities that rather seldom work in close symbiosis in Central
Asia (e.g., a university with a consulting service or a governmental body with a local farmers'
association), but also between concerned entities in Europe and Central Asia, which brings along
the aspect of cultural and language barriers, that are likewise mediated by Hilfswerk International.

Depending on the funding type and the requirements imposed by the donor institution, and
thanks to its experience of more than 15 years (Figure 2), Hilfswerk International helps to combine
the appropriate partners per project layout from its constantly growing network in Central Asia and
Europe (Figure 1). The network groups types of stakeholders in a balanced way, accounting for
business associations at 32%, universities at 35%, consulting services at 28%, and governmental
bodies at 5%. Numbers show that universities and other higher education research units play a
considerable role in partnerships and joint activities, which reflects the contemporary flexibility of
Hilfswerk International. While during the initial years, most projects targeted the private sector
development and associated livelihood improvement (Figure 2), activities turned towards a more
academic approach (i.e., through the projects HECAFS and AgroDev; cf. hereafter) since 2016. The
primary motivation for this adaption is the fact that, with growing numbers of environmental issues
around the globe (i.e., ecosystem preservation, environmental pollution, climate change, greater
societal exposure to natural hazards due to population growth and migration, water scarcity, food
security, etc.), donor institutions allocate grants with particular dedication to in-depth research on
respective subjects.

AR, . A
}ﬁéﬁ% R ® .. %bg“"\,\ Dushanbe representative office
e T{ij”{zfﬂ% HywaHbe npeAcTaBUTENbCTEBO
.. z %\:7\’;/{}? E=S
32% 5fse e / B = Khujand Almaty
associal;ions 3 U Jel =y e
i elgava 2T Pl '
e S e & &Y S s
Py e 3| & < ‘|
%Z;’ f;é b e . Bishkek
B LT,
}‘zjg ﬁh i Krakow
s — -
b O 5
F . e QR ) ol
Geneva J\f‘ : % Al
¢ 7 dVienna__ i
[y # - = =

? f/ . j Sama
e | AL
y 4 - N

: ( Palavas-les-Flo (CLKU)
v £ Lausann —1 & hgabat " Ipyshanbe

Figure 1. Previous and current partnerships of Hilfswerk International in Central Asia. More than 30
partners in 12 countries cover the sectors of higher education (35%), consulting and training providers
(28%), associations representing various communities of interest (32%) and governments (5%).
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2004 | 2005 | 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017 [ 2018 [ 2019 | 2020 | 2021 | 2022 | 2023 | 202

DIPECHO IV ,{ CANDY | ) CANDY Il )1 CANDY Il ) | canoviv } CANDY V ,}
ISTORY 2 social projects) | HECAFS :; |_ AgroDev :
Figure 2. Timeline of projects implemented by or with the participation of Hilfswerk International in Central
Asia. Since 2008, activities in the fields of agriculture, food security, and livelihood improvement, together
with the development of higher education systems in the respective branches of sciences, are continuous, i.e.,
through the project series of CANDY I-V funded by Central Asia Invest (CAI, 2023) and the two Erasmus+
(EC, 2023) projects HECAFS and AgroDev.

Recent focus on agriculture

Especially the southern Central Asian countries of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, but also
Kyrgyzstan and, to some extent, Kazakhstan have a long tradition of agriculture — particularly in
fruit, vegetable, and cotton farming (Table 1, Figure 3).

Table 1. Country-specific data related to development status, wealth, and agriculture (Figure 3).

‘.’ HDIrank GDP/ land use arable work force 1991-2019 b E
— (of 191) e capita (for agric.) land (employed in agric.) GDPA
1 ’ : (by agric.)
i
-] -] 1$] [mio $I [mio hal [%] 1%] [%] [%]
Kazakhstan 0.811 56 220 623,0 11243.7 214,0 11,0 36.9 14.9 50
Uzbekistan 0.727 101 80 39019 22652 25,7 g1 40,7 25.7 250
Kyrgyzstan 0,692 118 10 930.6 16067 10.4 6.7 355 19.3 14.7
Tajikistan 0.685 122 10 4921 1054.2 4.9 6.0 54.0 44.7 24,0
year of
2021/22  2021/22 2022 2022 2020 2021 1991 2019 2021
reference
UNDP UNDP World World QOur World World OurWorld  Our World  Our World
source ’ Bank, Bank, in Data. Bank. in Data. in Data, in Data.
2023 2023
2023a 2023b 2023a 2023C 2023b 2023b 2023C

In all four countries, arable land (i.e., land that is suitable for crop and livestock farming)
covers 6-11% of the national territory; however, shares of the countries' Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) attributed to agricultural activities vary significantly between the four countries. Having by
far the highest Human Development Index (HDI) in Central Asia, the highest GDP, and the highest
GDP per capita, Kazakhstan attributes only 5% of the GDP to agricultural produce. On the other
extreme in terms of HDI and GDP, Tajikistan generates 24% of the GDP from agriculture on the
smallest relative and absolute arable amount of land and employs by far the highest number of
people (i.e., more than 40% of the population) in this sector.

These numbers project an urgent need but also a great potential for development in agriculture
and its related fields, such as regional hydrology, climate change, environmental pollution, etc.
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Figure 3. Shares of the work force employed in agriculture in 1991 and 2019 (Our World in Data, 2023b),
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) attributed to agriculture in 2021 (Our World in Data, 2023c), and arable
land in 2021 (World Bank, 2023c) per country (Table 1).

However, for various reasons, beneficial developments are often hindered or inert in their
implementation. One major reason is the young age of the Central Asian countries, which became
independent only about three decades ago after the disintegration of the Soviet Union in September
1991. On an economic and resource-related plane, the newly established countries were cut off from
their former markets, processing partners, and trade routes, leading to a production drop and forcing
them to reorientate and rearrange for new strategies (e.g., Batsaikhan & Dabrowski, 2017; Dowling
& Wignaraja, 2006; Pomfret, 2021). One strategy common to all Central Asian countries is the
consciousness of their resources and prioritizing their consumption and commercialization for their
own benefit, which very often leads to conflicts (e.g., Kurmanalieva, 2018; Lewis, 2008;
Toktomushev, 2018). A classic example is the water distribution between the Amu Darya and Syr
Darya upstream countries Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan and the downstream countries Uzbekistan and
Kazakhstan. During the Soviet Rule, water distribution was regulated for all four countries. In
contrast, today, the poorer countries of Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan attempt to extend the exploitation
of hydropower by damming rivers, which, in return, could lead to water deficits further
downstream, impacting agricultural production and many more ecologic aspects (e.g., ICG, 2002;
Janusz-Pawletta & Gubaidullina, 2022).

Other reasons hampering beneficial developments (not necessarily intrinsic to Central Asia,
though) range from global climate change and its impacts on livelihood and prosperity to culturally,
politically and/or religiously motivated differences between groups of the society (e.g., after the
Tajik Civil War from 1992 to 1997; e.g., Johnes, 2002), epidemics (e.g., malaria outbreaks in
Western Tajikistan; Matthys et al. 2008) and pandemics (e.g., COVID-19), low buying power,
(youth) unemployment, etc.

Acknowledging these not only difficult but also sensitive matters, Hilfswerk International
went along the donor tendency of funding projects with relation to agro-environmental development
and food security over the last 15 years, giving room for distinct positions of involved stakeholders
reflecting their individual interests, desires, needs, and expectations.

Moreover, and independently of the type of project activity, Hilfswerk International is strictly
committed to the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs; United Nations, 2023) in its global
actions. Besides the above-mentioned socio-medical engagement, a strong component of practice
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targets environmental and climate-related topics such as ecosystem preservation in the Colombian
rain forest or mangrove forests in Mozambique, both part of the most significant oxygen suppliers
and, hence, directly impacting our global climate. Also, in Central Asia, Hilfswerk International
relates its activities directly or indirectly to climate action and/or climate change coping strategies.
The very first of Hilfswerk International’s project series from 2004 to 2007 (Figure 2), i.e., the EC
Humanitarian Aid Department's "Disaster Preparedness Programme"” (DIPECHO; HWI, 2023a),
focused on natural hazards in the main disaster-prone regions of the world. In 2011 (Figure 2)
followed the project "Poverty Alleviation by Mitigation of Integrated High-mountain Risk"
(PAMIR; HWI, 2023b) by the EU's Thematic Program for Environment and Sustainable
Management of Natural Resources, including Energy. Notably, the latter stands out in terms of
scientific publications and citizen science in Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Afghanistan.

Today, Hilfswerk International’'s commitment to climate and environment in Central Asia is
reflected by its distribution of partner groups (Figure 1) and their covered SDGs (Figure 4).
Particularly, universities and counseling services contribute to climate research, together accounting
for about two thirds of the partnerships. By linking partner groups and coordinating their
cooperation (i.e., SDG 17), Hilfswerk International plays, thus, an indirect but essential role in
climate action and research in Central Asia.
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Hilfswerk International % @ Central Asia Mission
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Figure 4. Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs; United Nations, 2023) covered by Hilfswerk
International's partner groups (Figure 1).

Success story of CANDY I-V, HECAFS and AgroDev

Since 2008, Hilfswerk International has looked back to a continuous sequence of agriculture-
related projects (Figure 2), which all are characterized not only by extraordinary individual success
but also show the thematic adaptiveness of Hilfswerk International and its ability to complement
project types, (re-)combine partners and adjust to various thematics. After the three business-
orientated projects of CANDY |1, Il, and Il (discussed hereafter; Figure 5), Hilfswerk participated
for the first time in an academic project (i.e., HECAFS; discussed hereafter; Figure 5) with the most
satisfactory results. While continuing the project series of CANDY with CANDY IV and V, a
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second academic project (i.e., AgroDev; discussed hereafter; Figure 5) was initiated in 2021,
bringing the quota of partnerships with universities and other higher education research units to
35% (Figure 1). This management is noteworthy, as project layouts and conceptions of CANDY |-
V are considerably different compared to those of HECAFS and AgroDev; furthermore, they are
dedicated to different beneficiaries.

CANDY I-V with Central Asia Invest

CANDY stands for "Central Asian Nuts, Dried Fruit and Honey processing small- and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)". All five projects were funded by the EU program Central Asia
Invest (CAI, 2023), partially co-funded by the Austrian Development Agency, and carry the
following titles:

e CANDY I. SME Support for Fruit and Vegetable Processing in Tajikistan (2008-2010;
HWI, 2023c)

e CANDY II: Integrated Approach towards Promoting Central Asian Nuts, Dried Fruit and
Honey Processing SMEs (2011-2012; HWI, 2023d)

e CANDY III: Economic Development in Central Asia by Promotion of Processing Sector
Business Intermediary Organizations (BIOs) and SMEs (2013-2015; HWI, 2023e)

e CANDY IV: Advanced BIO Support Program: Specialized and Comprehensive Services for
Export-Oriented SMEs in the Processing Sector (2017-2019; HWI, 2023f)

e CANDY V: Regional Integration and Capacity Building to Boost Competitiveness of
MSMEs in Agribusiness and Trade Promotion in Central Asia (2020-2022; HWI, 2023g)

The project series of CANDY |-V stands out against many other initiatives, as Hilfswerk
International, together with its partners, managed to consistently follow — over the course of more
than 15 years — an integral development cycle of an entire economic sector that was considerably
underrepresented in the past. During CANDY I, SMEs producing fruit and vegetables were actively
supported by improving farming methods and techniques, introducing new technologies, providing
modern infrastructure, and conducting vocational, commercial skill, and marketing expertise
training. Particular attention was paid to women's empowerment, as many SMEs are run by women
— a fact that, amongst other reasons, is caused by work migration to other countries of the male part
of the society in Central Asia (e.g., Abazov, 1999; Khitarishvili, 2016; Raissova, 2020). CANDY 11
targeted, in the next step, the promotion of fruit and vegetable products, capacity enhancement, and
quality assurance of services and produce. Here, Hilfswerk International engaged in the elaboration
of adapted GLOBALG.A.P. (Good Agricultural Practice) standards (i.e., internationally recognized
standards for agricultural produce; GLOBALG.A.P., 2023), the seven HACCP (Hazard Analysis
and Critical Control Points) principles (USFDA, 2023) and the 1SO22000 management pillars (1SO,
2018). CANDY |11 then focused on the active development of the processing sector of export-
oriented food-producing SMEs to pave the way for produce integration to international markets
thanks to the above-mentioned international standards. In addition, CANDY IV integrated BIOs,
strengthening their role as service providers for marketing and export strategies. Finally, CANDY V
enhanced the capacities of agro-business BIOs and MSMEs, extending its circle of operation to
micro-enterprises (adding an M to the abbreviation SME). Key achievements were commercial
quality standards, food safety and traceability, product promotion (including geographical



OwM Ynyn JXapuvicol. Xumust. Buonoeus. I'eoepaghusi, Ne2(3)/2023

indications and protected designations of origin; discussed hereafter), cluster development, and
interaction and knowledge management between business and academia.

During all project phases, consortia paired with different organizations, such as the German
Development Cooperation (G1Z), the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE),
and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) to optimize deliverables and their
implementation on national and regional levels. An example is the cooperation with GI1Z within its
project framework "Towards Rural Inclusive Growth and Economic Resilience” (GIZ TRIGGER;
GlZ, 2023), which eventually led to the Governmental Resolution No. 566 decreeing the formation
of agro-industrial clusters in the country until 2040 (Government of the Republic of Tajikistan,
2020).

Following the principles of open-source (i.e., freely accessible) and transparent
documentation, Hilfswerk International and its partners provided dozens of guidelines, manuals,
information brochures and booklets, posters, reports, (feasibility) studies, (video) tutorials and short
films in English, Russian, Tajik, Kyrgyz, Uzbek, and Kazakh, all of which are accessible via the
webpage of the Hilfswerk International in Central Asia.

< CANDY CA e S

AgroDev

Figure 5. Logos of the projects "Central Asian Nuts, Dried Fruit and Honey processing small- and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs)" (CANDY 1-V; HWI, 2023c—g), "Higher Education for Central Asia Food Systems
and Standards” (HECAFS; NASMB, 2023), and "Development of Higher Education Content Aimed to
Support Industries for Sustainable Production of Qualitative Agri-Food" (AgroDev; KNAU, 2023).

HECAFS with Erasmus+

The previously underrepresented sector of academia in Hilfswerk International's partner
repertoire gained a considerable boost in percentage from 2016 to 2019 with the project "Higher
Education for Central Asia Food Systems and Standards" (HECAFS; HWI, 2023h), funded by the
Erasmus+ program "Enhancing the Potential of Higher Education” (EPHE) of the EU destined to
improve higher education systems in partnerships between EU and non-EU countries. In total,
seven universities from five countries participated in HECAFS: the Latvia University of Life
Sciences and Technologies in Jelgava (as main applicant), the University of Agriculture in Krakow
(Poland), the Lithuanian University of Health Sciences in Kaunas, the Kyrgyz State Technical
University and the Kyrgyz Economic University both in Bishkek, the Tajik Agrarian University in
Dushanbe, and the Khujand Polytechnic Institute of the Tajik Polytechnic University. In addition,
Hilfswerk International integrated the National Association of Small and Medium Businesses
(NASMB) of Tajikistan and the Kyrgyz Association of Fruit and Vegetable Enterprises (AFVE) —
two partners that stood out for excellent cooperation during the projects of CANDY Il and Il in the
years before.

The overall objective of the project consisted of the integration of international production
systems and food processing standards into higher education (NASMB, 2023). Particular emphasis
was given to the establishment of close links, dialog, and feedback mechanisms between higher
education systems and the food-producing and processing industries of Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan.
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Moreover, it promoted the close cooperation between higher education institutions in Central Asia
and the European Union, primarily through developing concepts for improving educational
infrastructure, teacher capacity training, and elaboration of class modules for GLOBALG.A.P.
standards and HACCP principles today taught in Master courses in the participating universities.

AgroDev with Erasmus+

The second academic project of Hilfswerk International, "Development of Higher Education
Content Aimed to Support Industries for Sustainable Production of Qualitative Agri-Food"
(AgroDev; HWI, 2023i), started in 2021 and is currently in its finishing phase. Funding was
obtained from the Erasmus+ program "Capacity Building in Higher Education” (CBHE; EC, 2023)
of the EU, the successor initiative after EPHE, however, dedicated to the same goals regarding the
improvement of higher education systems in partnerships between EU and non-EU countries.
Because of the previous success with HECAFS, the Latvia University of Life Sciences and
Technologies in Jelgava retook the position of the main applicant, and also the University of
Agriculture in Krakow (Poland) became a returning partner, pairing with the Linnaeus University in
Véxjo (Sweden), the Kyrgyz National Agrarian University in Bishkek, the Naryn State University
in Naryn (Kyrgyzstan), the Tashkent State Agrarian University and the Samarkand Branch of the
Tashkent State University of Economics both in Uzbekistan.

Besides the goal-orientated implementation of the classic CBHE practices like in HECAFS,
AgroDev bridges back to the gradually acquired experience of Hilfswerk International during the
project series of CANDY |-V, establishing ties between universities and agro-industrial enterprises.
Here, the main aim was to sensibilize the academic landscape for various needs of the agro-
industrial sector in order to improve the training of specialists (i.e., researchers, teachers, etc.) and
specialists to-be (i.e., students and generally the younger generation) by high-quality content
development according to up-to-date research standards, introduction of adapted pedagogical
methods, collaboration with field-relevant industries, mutual knowledge transfer, and the creation of
modern study environments in classrooms, laboratories, and libraries. Additionally, the introduction
of internationally standardized agricultural practices as well as sustainable agro-business
management principles and approaches constituted an essential part of AgroDev, thus increasing
primary production and pre-processing effectiveness and competitiveness within the agro-industry
sector, and thereby supporting business development, ensuring qualitative food and clean
environments, and finally promoting regional and rural development.

Extensive documentation of activities and events is available on the AgroDev project
webpage (KNAU, 2023) and the one of Hilfswerk International (HWI, 2023i) complying with the
partners' as well as the grant requirements of transparency and traceability of project activities.

Synergy of projects

By running several projects characterized by different layouts, conceptions, and beneficiary
dedications, Hilfswerk has demonstrated its thematic adaptability while remaining consistent within
a common thematic and overall goal: a holistic and multi-sector approach for the development of
agricultural activities in Central Asia involving science, society and governments at equal shares in
order to enhance dialog between those entities and optimize results.
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One remarkable aspect of Hilfswerk International's efforts is self-sustainability. In all
countries of activity, primary attention is paid to establishing structures and procedures that can be
sustained in the long term, i.e., even once projects finish and funding is no longer available. One
successful example to be cited here is the formation of the Central Asian Working Group (CAWG)
as a representation of interests for the entirety of the achievements of the project series of CANDY
I-V (CAWG, 2023). As a showcase of trans-border cooperation for common goals, it comprises
members of the four countries of Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan and carries
on strategies initiated by CANDY [I-V.

The newest of the CAWG's undertakings is the branding of agricultural products under the
principles of geographical indications (Gl), a distinctive sign used to identify a product whose
quality, reputation, or other characteristics are related to its geographical origin (WIPO, 2023). To
ensure equal representation and benefits, the CAWG chose one product per country (Figure 6): the
Asht Dried Apricot from the Sughd Region in Tajikistan, the At-Bashinsky White Honey from the
Naryn Region Kyrgyzstan, the Khorezm Melon from the Khorezm Region and the Autonomous
Republic of Karakalpakstan in Uzbekistan, and the Almaty Aport Apple from the Alma-Ata Region
in Kazakhstan. The branding procedure is currently ongoing, as extensive assessment is required
before the final submission to the Global Brand Database of the World Intellectual Property
Organization (WIPQO) to ensure that the agricultural products are unambiguously identifiable
according to their characters and area of production, the latter of which will be made available in
the form of CANDY-GIS (discussed hereafter).

CANDY-GIS: A question of perspective

The abbreviation GIS stands for "geographical information system", which provides a digital
environment to manage, analyze, and visualize geographic data. Hilfswerk and the CAWG are in
the course of setting up a small version of a GIS application to map and outline the areas of
production of the four Gl-branded products, not only with the aim to complete the submission to the
WIPO Global Brand Database but also to provide an easy-to-use tool for local farmers who would
like to verify their geographic eligibility to brand their products with the respective GI. CANDY -
GIS is hosted on the webpage of the Hilfswerk International in Central Asia (Figure 6). Instructions
are given in English, Russian, Tajik, Kyrgyz, Uzbek, and Kazakh; the page is accessible from
computers and mobile devices to account for the fact that many people in rural areas do not have
access to computers and rely mainly on smartphones for accessing the Internet. When clicking on
"Google Maps™ next to the respective terroir (i.e., the technical term of French origin for "area of
production” in Gl branding; Wikipedia, 2023), the user is forwarded to an interactive scene of
Google Maps showing the area of production in red (e.g., Figure 7 for the Khorezm Melon). This
map shares all the classic navigation functions of Google Maps (i.e., zooming, dragging, exploring
by clicking on entries, searching for locations, etc.) and, hence, allows for precise positioning
within or without the four areas of production.
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Figure 6. Current layout of the CANDY-GIS for the four products carrying Geographical Indications (GI)
hosted on the webpage of Hilfswerk International (HWI, 2023j). Instructions are given in all main languages
spoken in Central Asia; by clicking on "Google Maps", the user is forwarded to an interactive map
delimiting the areas of production (Figure 7).

CANDY-GIS, thus, does not only provide explicit references for the associated Gl
documentation but also offers a practical perspective for local farmers and food processing units to
enhance their regional and international market potential.

Moreover, although simple in its setup, CANDY-GIS exemplifies the process of specific
technical tool development for livelihood amelioration tailored to the needs of distinct groups of the
society (i.e., beneficiary-orientated development), with strong involvement of new technologies,
innovative approaches, and a solid scientific foundation. On a small scale, it illustrates positive
impacts thanks to close cooperation between various stakeholders. It offers, on a large scale, the
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perspective of success in correctly managed joint projects between business associations,
universities, consulting services as well as governmental bodies. In this context, Hilfswerk
International — like other NGOs — can assist with grant targeting and application, networking and
interlinking of suitable partners, communication with governments, needs analyses, culture and
language bridging, and project management, all of which are essential — however often
underestimated — contributions for successful project implementation in at all stages including pre-
and post-project management, as many stakeholders are short on experience in other stakeholders'

spheres of action.
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Figure 7. Interactive map delimiting the areas of production of the Khorezm Melon in Khorezm Region and
the Autonomous Republic of Karakalpakstan in Uzbekistan. All districts within a left- and right-bank
distance of 60 km to the Amy Darya River are considered, with the exception of desert areas, the Turkmen
side, and the district of Taxtako'pir excluded by all three criteria. The map is operable like the classic
Google Maps.

Conclusions

As part of the umbrella organization Hilfswerk Austria, Hilfswerk International in Central
Asia is an active non-governmental organization for development cooperation and humanitarian aid.
It focuses on long-term economic development initiatives, skill development programs, job creation
strategies, and general capacity building but also provides social and medical assistance. Particular
emphasis is laid on sustainable solutions tailored to cultural and social backgrounds on national and
regional levels.

With the status of an NGO, Hilfswerk International is not categorized as a scientific, private-
sector, or political stakeholder. Based on the success of the project series of CANDY |-V from
2008 to 2022, the HECAFS project from 2016 to 2019, and the currently finishing project AgroDev
(since 2021), Hilfswerk International documents its often wrongfully underestimated but essential
leading role as mediator between project partners, which might belong to very different sectors such
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as associations and unions mainly from the private business sector, universities and other higher
education research units, consulting services, and governmental bodies. It demonstrated its long-
lasting success of a consecutive and topic-consistent project series in the field of agriculture and
food security by goal adjustment, suitable partner combination and linage of project types that
initially have little in common; for instance, the two projects destined to improve higher education
systems (i.e., HECAFS and AgroDev) considerably built on Hilfswerk International's previous
experience gained during the projects of CANDY I-Ill, which targeted small agro-industrial
businesses and their development. Moreover, Hilfswerk International acts as a driving force for the
creation of structures that can sustain themselves long after projects finish, such as the CAWG, a
working group carrying on strategies initiated by CANDY I-V and a showcase of trans-border
cooperation for common goals between the four countries of Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan,
and Kazakhstan.

Considering the multitude of covered thematics, Hilfswerk International has proven not only
its significance in successful project management but also its ability to adjust to and navigate
through complex thematics. Notably, this latter aspect offers new perspectives for future
cooperation of all sorts; while during the last 15 years global interests and the associated funding
budgets were predominantly destined to environmental sustainability and green concepts for
resource consumption (e.g., concerning raw materials, food production and food safety), also a
strong trend towards climate action, global to local scale water household strategies, renewable
energy generation, and living space protection as well as social wellbeing becomes apparent - i.a.,
summarized by the 17 SDGs (Figure 4). To that effect, Hilfswerk International is open to new
cooperations, partnerships, and contemporary thematic adjustments to keep up with times in an
ever-changing world with new challenges.
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