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The views of Pati Ruiz Corzo, Federal Director of the
Sierra Gorda Biosphere Reserve, Mexico, are critical.
Sierra Gorda has been implementing a Global Envi-
ronmental Facility project in partnership with local
grassroots groups. The ‘divine beings, mercenaries’
who are contracted by GEF to conduct evaluations
toooften seemto ‘understandnothing indepth’, she
says. Rather, like so many consultants, they ‘throw
aroundunfoundedaccusations’ andproduce ‘biased
analysis’. ‘Theydonotappreciate theachievementsof
the project and underestimate the local effort.’ She
concludes that there is an element of self-interest in
their findings: unless they ‘find errors, gaps or a lack
of strategy, they cannot justify their paid contract’.

She feels that one of the central problems is that the
requirements are devised without taking into con-
sideration the local situation. ‘In our case the GEF
project requirementswere stipulated in themanner
of a desktop theory completely unfamiliar with real
contexts.’

ApoorvaOza,CEOof theAgaKhanRuralSupportPro-
gramme (India), is at least in principlemore positive
aboutevaluation. ‘Letmestateupfront,’hesays, ‘that
I am a strong advocate of evaluation systems for
NGOs.’Heconcedes,however, that thereare toomany
badones, ‘toomany spuriouskinds, and somewhose
groundwork does not match their reports. Much
workneeds tobedoneon theobjectives andmethod-
ology of reporting and evaluation systems.’

By far themost positive view of evaluations of those
we spoke to came from Atallah Kuttab, Director
General of the Welfare Association, which operates
mainly in Palestine and Lebanon. ‘Our experience is
that itkeepsus focusedandhelpsus toachievebetter
transparencyandaccountability inourprogrammes.
Also, having key donors that appreciatemonitoring/
evaluation systems helps us set up an institutional
system within the Welfare Association, with part of
the costs covered by the various donors.’

Do evaluation requirements constrain projects?
Considerably, according to ApoorvaOza. In a rapidly
changingenvironmentsuchas India, ‘evenafive-year
projectbecomesoutdatedat sometime.AnNGOthat
rigidly sticks to itwillmiss opportunities.’ He agrees
that targets canhelp tomaintain focus,but ‘after two
or three years, when changes are required, these
targets becomea constraint.’

By contrast, he cites a European Commission grant
which gave a certain amount of flexibility as to tar-
gets. ‘Wehadproposedonly three line itemsforwater
resource development,’ he explains, ‘but thanks to
theflexibilityweenjoyed,weendedupwithabout20
technologies, cheaper andmoreuser-friendly, at the
endof the project.’

Many projects, he adds, are subject to ‘rigid log-
frames, rigid line items in the budget, and fixed
percentages of leveraging prescribed [where donors
want grantees to match a proportion of what they
give as agrant].’ Information requirements areoften
largely burdensome since they are too ‘input-
focussed’,withnot enoughattentionpaid toprocess
or outcomes.

Here again, Atallah Kuttab has amore positive view,
withan important reservation.He feels theyare ‘very
helpful in terms of monitoring but sometimes, in
termsofassessing impact, Ihavemydoubts.’Headds:
‘A negative is that sometimes donors have different
systems (especially thebigones) andthat simplyadds
to theburdenonour capacitywith little valueadded
to programme results.’
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Funders are generally agreed thatmore andbetter evaluations
of fundedprojectswould be a good thing. Theywould help in
assessing the impact of projects and, consequently, in judging
whether donors are spendingmoneywell or badly. But howdo
those on the receiving end feel about the reporting requirements
set by donors?Alliance asked three organizations that operate
programmeswith government aid funding how theirwork is affected
by donors’evaluation systemsand requirements for information.
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Do donors understand the costs? ‘In our case, yes,’
saysKuttab.ApoorvaOzaagreesbut feels theyproba-
bly underestimate ‘the time costs of preparing and
participating in the evaluation, especially for com-
munities’.

The effect on risk-taking
But therealproblem,ApoorvaOza
feels, is what he describes as the
annual target system that many
donors employ. In conflict areas,
for example, ‘if we want to insist
on an inclusive approach, involv-
ing all castes in a damproject, the
pressure tofinishthedaminayear
forcesus tocompromise insteadof
taking a standwith the dominant
community.’ The preoccupation
with annual targets, he feels, is
‘also a reason why many NGOs
focus on implementation rather
than policy as nothing can be achieved in a year in
policy advocacy, which is always a risk, with high
chances of failure.’

Atallah Kuttab also feels that evaluation systems in-
hibit risk-taking ‘as donors pay for the programme
activities within specified objectives and disallow
other costs’. He feels that Western donors are espe-
cially shy –or, inhis ownwords, ‘totally frightened’ –
of taking political risks, especially in advocacy pro-
grammes.Heconcedes,however, that it is ‘great tosee
most of our donors taking risks when it comes to
doingwork in Jerusalem,whichwasa taboo formany
years due to theOslo agreement.’

The end product
Howusefulare thereports that theseevaluationspro-
duce? ‘They are much appreciated by management
and donors,’ says Atallah Kuttab, ‘and that con-
tributes to building confidence in our operational
capacity, leading to more funds made available.’ So
far, so good. ‘However,’ he continues, ‘the format of
these reports is useful only to thedonor. TheWelfare
Association has to do more in terms of formatting
and restructuring its reports tomake themuseful to
thewider audience.’

Pati Ruiz is characteristically forthright and con-
demnatory. The reports, she says, are ‘costly and
voluminous documents that provide nothing new.
They are full of errors and imprecisions without a
constructive contribution.’

A better way?
The reporting requirements imposed by donors
aside, the peoplewe spoke to have their own systems
for monitoring and assessing their work. ‘A good
system we currently have,’ says Apoorva Oza, ‘is a
brief annual evaluation, by the same person/s, over
five years. This is better then a mid- or end-term
review as feedback can be worked upon, and both
NGOand evaluator learn together.’

He distinguishes two types of evaluation: explicit,
where an external evaluation is made a part of the
project, and implicit, where evaluation is done
through the reporting requirements of the grant.
‘Explicit evaluations, if done well, have outcomes
whichareownedbyall, andeventuallyacteduponby
any good, self-criticalNGO.’

Even Sierra Gorda, despite their bad experiences,
have ‘gained in the process the professionalization
of ourmonitoring and evaluation system’. Pati Ruiz
explains: ‘WesoughtoutSVTGroupconsultants from
SanFrancisco topioneer amethodology that reflects
the social and environmental return of our work in
fourbranches:monetizable,quantitative,qualitative
and narrative. This is being adjusted in-house as a
newdiscipline inreportingstandards,andwehopeto
have objective indicators and numbers that give us
the elements to report more transparently and
concretely.’

Assessing the assessors
Among those we spoke to, therefore, donor-spon-
sored evaluations get amixed press. Even where the
experiences are largely positive, there is room for
improvement – for example, for reporting formats
that are useful for end-beneficiaries not just for
donors and project managers; or for greater unifor-
mityof reportingrequirementswheremorethanone
funder is involved.

Onefinalpoint:PatiRuiz’sexperiencewiththeSierra
Gorda project has led her to suggest that the evalua-
tors themselves should undergo some form of
assessment. ‘With some exceptions,’ she suggests,
‘theconsultants shouldbeevaluatedandclassified in
red lists.’ There should also be the possibility of ‘ac-
companied monitoring by people who have gained
experience in the field and not at a desk’, who will
therefore be more able to recognize achievements
andweaknessesandtohelpconstructprocesses, ‘not
judging in ignorance that which they do not under-
stand’.Manygranteeswillnodoubtagreewithher.@
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