SECTION 4: FROM TOP-DOWN ‘POLICING’ TO MUTUAL ACCOUNTABILITY: CHALLENGES OF STAKEHOLDER PARTICIPATION 

A change is needed in the institutional relationships involved in impact assessment. Although impact assessment is a crucial learning tool at all levels, it is often (in many cases wrongly) perceived as a donor-driven ‘policing ' activity.  This is partly because of the earlier emphasis on ' proving impact ' and the role of impact assessment in donor accounting for use of funds. This has meant that those stakeholders with less power in the process are often rather defensive.  

The consequences of this perception of impact assessment as a ' policing ' exercise which only captures achievement to date often means that vested interests come into play.  Respondents often do not see the point in the assessment, particularly if the same exercises are repeated over and over again in order to get baseline, during and after data.  They are therefore often anxious to get the questions over as quickly as possible and the giving of false information is common even on apparently straightforward questions (See for example Case Study of Self Help Development Foundation). Those doing the investigation itself perceive it as a mechanical exercise. Staff in the implementing organisations are concerned to emphasise the positive findings and gloss over the negative ones. In donor agencies the staff concerned with that particular project or policy may be unwilling to take note of uncomfortable truths because it reflects on their own judgment.

This is not however in many cases the fault of any of the people involved, but the ways in which the impact assessment is conceived and set up.  Programme beneficiaries or those affected by development interventions are generally intensely interested in improving the services to which they have access or the policies which affect them. Staff in NGOs and government are often keen to increase their job satisfaction by knowing that they are providing a good service and/or to understand why negative impacts are occurring and how to improve. Staff in donor agencies and government are also genuinely interested in increasing the development contribution as well as the cost effectiveness of the assistance they provide.

Where impact assessment focuses not so much on ' proving impact ' but ongoing strategic learning, it has the potential to contribute to building and strengthening partnerships between donors, local development practitioners in government and NGOs. Where it makes effective use of participatory methodologies and building grassroots capacities for exchanging and disseminating information, it also has the potential to increase the downward accountability of interventions to the very poor.

This does however require an openness on the part of the different stakeholders to requirements of mutual accountability. In particular it requires the setting up of structures for ongoing monitoring of changes. Impact assessment must not only make practical recommendations. The implementation of these recommendations will also require in their turn to be monitored.  Unless this is the case, any recommendations may remain on paper only. Even where impact assessments are mandatory and rigorous, without adequate structures for ongoing monitoring, they may fail to lead to improvements in development practice. A prime example is the experience of Environmental Impact Assessment in the US and elsewhere.

The Gap Between Assessment and Practice: Experience of US National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 1969

NEPA was introduced because of a recognition that some significant environmental problems in the USA resulted from actions by the US government itself and the mission statements of different agencies did not force them to account for the adverse environmental impact of their actions. In 1969 NEPA required all federal agencies to consider the environmental impact of their decisions and produce an 'environmental impact statement '. However although NEPA and the environmental assessments to which it led, did influence policy, the law has also been criticised for establishing ' little more than a bureaucratic exercise that requires federal agencies to complete paperwork they subsequently file and ignore ' (Fogelman 1993) because EIA is not well integrated into decision-making and implementation:

· EIA occurs at the project level but not at the policy or programme level where decisions are made that foreclose some types of project alternatives

· EIA serves largely to suggest mitigations for a project already selected

· Proponents generally do not undertake an EIA until after a project is well-defined and there's a high likelihood that will be funded and approved

· Cumulative impacts are not assessed frequently

· Public participation is often inadequate

· Proposed mitigations may not be implemented

· Post-project monitoring is rarely conducted 

· Risk and Social Impact Assessments are generally omitted 

Source: Vanclay and Bronstein 1995

This is not to say that stakeholder participation is without pitfalls which will need to be addressed. In most contexts there is no 'ideal enterprise intervention'.  Impact assessment will involve weighing up the relative trade-offs of different types of intervention.  It will also inevitably involve political decisions about whose interests are to be prioritised. Impact assessment therefore needs to identify also the potential opportunities and constraints for implementation of any practical recommendations made.  As far as possible it must also work towards acceptance of such recommendations by the different stakeholders and identify any conflicting interests which will need to be borne in mind
.

SECTION 5: CHALLENGES FOR THE FUTURE: SUMMARY GUIDELINES FOR EXTERNALLY-FUNDED IA

This broader learning process indicates some changes in the role of externally-funded impact assessments. It requires not only  'better science' and 'better art' (Hulme 2000), but also ‘better communication' and ‘better partnerships' at all stages of the learning process.

The mainstay of any external IA should be ongoing donor, practitioner and grassroots-led learning processes which directly feed findings into strategic improvement. This requires involvement of management and field staff in the design and implementation of monitoring and evaluation systems, decentralisation of information collection and analysis and/or effective systems for dissemination of information from Monitoring and Evaluation departments back to management, field staff and beneficiaries. 

Nevertheless for external credibility, including accountability to donors, there is inevitably a continuing need for external assessment using a combination of quantitative, qualitative and participatory methods:

· Project and programme level data would need to be cross-checked by external auditors to prevent it becoming (or being accused of being) a promotional propaganda exercise.
·  Grassroots information and information from individual programmes involved in networks would need to be cross-checked, collated and analysed in order to be communicated outside the programme where necessary. 
· There would also be issues which might interest donors but which are not a priority for either programmes or clients. 
However external impact assessments would focus not so much on conducting a one-off large-scale impact assessment themselves but rather setting up sustainable learning processes through identifying: 
· how indicators, stakeholder coverage and practical inferences can be developed at programme and grassroots levels

· training and capacity-building of the relevant stakeholders including local external consultants who could take over external assessment tasks in the long run

· issues and practical questions on which periodic in-depth external research might be needed to supplement this information for example macro-level impacts or more sensitive dimensions of intra household or community power relations
· ways in which ongoing and sustainable structures for information exchange and collaboration between stakeholders can be established including collaboration between MFIs, between grassroots groups, between donors and between the different stakeholder groups

· issues which would need to be periodically covered in external reviews and evaluations and how this information should be collected and recorded by programmes in order to be available and verifiable
BOX 6: SUSTAINABLE STRATEGIC LEARNING: A CHECKLIST OF QUESTIONS

What strategic issues are to be addressed? How are these issues to be decided? 

Which stakeholders are to be involved? How are they to be involved? How are potential differences between them in priorities and interests to be accommodated? How are the poorest and most disadvantaged to be included?

What indicators are to be used? How are they to be identified? By whom?

What training/capacity building processes are to be included? For whom? By whom?

What proposals are included for integration of indicators into programme monitoring and evaluation? How realistic are these in terms of time and costs?

What proposals are included for developing mechanisms for grassroots learning? How realistic are these in terms of the skills and literacy levels of the target groups? How sustainable are they likely to be?

What proposals are included for networking and ongoing learning? For whom? How sustainable are they likely to be?

What issues are likely to require external assessment?  By whom?  How can this be done cost effectively?  

There is also a clear need for initial donor funding in:

· setting up and developing methodologies and systems for practitioner-led monitoring

· setting up and developing methodologies and structures for grassroots learning

· research and capacity building of local research institutions and consultancy networks

In the long term however these would increase both the sustainability of programmes/policies and their contribution to development goals. Moreover the assessment process itself would be a sustainable contribution to development. 
Addressing these concerns does not necessarily further complicate impact assessment, nor does it necessarily increase costs. Impact assessment is already inherently a complex process. There are many challenges in all assessment methodologies which are often ignored seriously undermining their credibility and usefulness. This is the case even with many high cost comparative assessment exercises. Changing to a focus on sustainable strategic learning has the potential to considerably increase reliability and usefulness of assessment findings as well as decreasing long-term costs. In particular it makes it more likely that the findings and recommendations will be implemented and that such implementation will respond to the needs of poor women and men – the underlying key justification for impact assessment. 

� For a discussion of the importance of participation and negotiation see IDS 2001; Johnson and Wilson 1999.





