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Summary

In 1995, the United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) issued the
following challenge tc donors: give UNCDF three years to deliver on the goals
outlined in the 1995 policy paper entitled "Poverty Reduction, Participation
and Local Governance: The Role for UNCDF', after which the Executive Board
would have the unique opportunity to recommend closure of a United Nations
entity if it was not successful.

An independent evaluation of the last three years clearly shows that
UNCDF has realized the goals and implemented the new strategy set out in the
1995 policy paper. The evaluation concluded that "UNCDF has enhanced its
distinctive identity by developing competence in the fields of
decentralization and local governance, together with microfinance. The
capacity of the institution has been improved and the preliminary judgement is
that the new approaches have had a positive effect on field operations."

UNCDF not only made the changes requested by its donors and the Executive
Board but it did so on time while maintaining a steady delivery of
programming. This was accomplished by focusing on local government as its
main partner together with civil society and the private sector; by focusing
on fewer instruments; and by focusing on a smaller number of countries
enacting or favouring policies of decentralization.

The evaluation concludes that for donors, "there is a good lesson that
change can be managed" and that since UNCDF has indeed "enhanced its
distinctive identity and developed competence in line with the 1995 Policy,
donors should continue to support UNCDF".
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I. PURPOSE AND BACKGROUND
1. The present report responds to Executive Board decision 97/8, in which the

Board endorsed the new policy focus for the United Nations Capital Development
Fund (UNCDF), entitled Poverty Reduction, Participation and Local Governance:
The Role for UNCDF. The Board encouraged the Fund and the UNDP to intensify
their collaboration and focus on the replication of successful programme
experiences. The report also addresses a profoundly important challenge that
the Fund accepted in 1995.

2. In 1995, UNCDF challenged donors to give UNCDF three years to deliver on
the goals outlined in the 1995 policy paper, after which the Executive Board
would have the unique opportunity to recommend closure of a United Nations
entity if it was not successful. The present report therefore gives details of
events that have taken place since that challenge and presents the results of
the 1999 donor-led evaluation of UNCDF.

3. The UNCDF policy commitment. Building in part on its experience over the
past 25 years and in part on the renewed interest in decentralized governance
for poverty-focused, participatory local development, the Fund has made local
governance the central objective of its work. The policy paper argued that
UNCDF could "play a catalytic and pilot role in poverty reduction programmes in
direct collaboration with communities and local governments”. It defined a
special niche at the interface of local government, civil society and the
private sector to test new operational models for local governance and poverty
reduction, which could be upscaled through close association with UNDP. In the
policy paper, UNCDF promised that an accessible and flexible learning
organization would be created, occupying territory not well covered by other
development agencies and committed to fostering ownership through explicit
partnerships with national and local institutions and strategic alliances with
organizations such as the World Bank.

4. Focus became the key to the success of UNCDF in this corporate change
process: focusing on local government as its main partner; focusing on four
main instruments (local development funds prioritized and managed by local
authorities; micro-credit and/or loan guarantee schemes; eco-development; and
blueprint infrastructure projects); and focusing on a smaller number of
countries enacting or favouring policies of decentralization. Ten of the 15
concentration countries are in Africa and account for 70 per cent of new project
approvals for 1998. The Fund also restructured its programme portfolio and
embarked on new procedures for project preparation, fundamentally rethinking
project design and efforts to secure the active involvement of beneficiaries in
programme development, implementation and evaluation.

5. Assessing capacity for corporate change. A donor-led capacity assessment
(CAT) in 1996 confirmed that UNCDF was capable of reaching the poor with
innovative project interventions and that it could play an important catalytic
role in international development cooperation. - Noting the ambitious scope of
UNCDF policy and strategic change, the CAT recommended that UNCDF concentrate
on:
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(a) Refining the policy focus;
(b) Exploring synergy between UNCDF and UNDP;

(c) Improving the presence of UNCDF in the field through decentralization
and other measures;

(d) Focusing on a smaller group of countries where the environment is
conducive to decentralization and good governance; and

(e) Upgrading the competence of staff in the field and in New York.

The CAT encouraged UNCDF to become more risk-taking and innovative. It also
supported efforts to develop monitoring, evaluation and communication capacity
to ensure lessons and experiences were better articulated with national
policies.

6. The donor commitment. The Fund's donors responded positively to these
proposals, agreeing to provide stable funding over a three-year period. This
multi-year funding commitment would enable the Fund to embed its new operational
focus firmly and establish effective local partnerships through which to
demonstrate its niche and the viability of the policy on local governance. The
donor commitment also enabled UNCDF to embark on an ambitious training programme
and to change the organizational structure while at the same time maintaining
delivery, increasing approvals for new projects and sustaining its resource
base. Donors furthermore accepted the UNCDF proposal to evaluate the results in
1999 and thereby provide a firm foundation on which to present proposals about
the Fund’s future to the Executive Board at its third regular session 1999.

7. UNCDF_change strategy. The Fund’s 1996 action plan - to follow-up on the
CAT recommendations - began with the publication of strategy papers on local
development funds (LDFs), eco-development, and Microfinance, which were
critically examined by key partners, practitioners and academics through a
series of focused workshops. Late in 1997, UNCDF commissioned independent
reviews of these instruments and of support to the roads sector. The reviews of
the LDF, eco-development and Microfinance projects prompted lively debate and a
thorough rethinking of these instruments.

8. The review of eco-development projects confirmed there was much scope for
UNCDF involvement in programmes linking local state institutions and
communities, and particularly for community-based natural resource management.
But major concerns were also identified: the environmental objectives were
judged too static, many activities, such as "ecoswap" and data collection tools
were heavily criticized, as was the lack of a coherent institutional strategy.
The conclusion indicated the need for dramatic change.

9. For LDFs, both the conceptual rationale for supporting local government and
the strategic pilot role for UNCDF were endorsed. However, it was argued that
UNCDF should focus more on the institutional sustainability of local
governments, on clearer participation strategies and on creating a "learning
infrastructure"” for generating and communicating lessons from experience.
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10. The review of microfinance projects stressed the need for UNCDF to focus on
the sustainability of MFIs. The review affirmed the primacy of institutional
capacity assessment of MFIs to project success; the need to work directly with
MFIs instead of wholesale support mechanisms; and the crucial importance of
choosing the right partners.

Microfinance - Responding to critical review

The microfinance review emphasized the disconnection between the UNCDF
stated objective of supporting sustainable microfinance and the fact that many
of the institutions reviewed were either unlikely to become sustainable or did
not provide enough reliable data to make an accurate judgement about their
prospects for sustainability. The evaluation report on the field visits
concluded that UNCDF is already following the recommendations of the review:
"Malawi is instructive. It is only at late-formulation stage but follows the
UNCDF innovative approach of inviting experienced small-credit providers -
with proven track records for credit management and sustainability - to help
to begin small-credit operations in new locations".

11. UNCDF responded quickly to these reviews and advice from workshops by
preparing new policy papers on local governance, microfinance and
infrastructure. UNCDF is to maintain its bedrock commitment to local
development and poverty reduction through support to the improved delivery of
basic infrastructure and local services as well as natural resource management.
UNCDF will strengthen the capacity of local governments, the private sector and
non-state institutions to undertake these poverty-reducing activities. Together
with mechanisms to encourage local public involvement, community empowerment and
democratic accountability, the Fund’s local governance strategy focuses on
elected local authorities as the prime, but not exclusive, partner for providing
basic infrastructure and service delivery and as the hub of local institutional
relationships.

12. In the future, infrastructure development will mainly be provided through
the LDF multisectoral funding mechanism, focusing on small-scale rural
investments, defined through local participatory planning. However, there may
be cases where more sectorally focused funding facilities (e.g. sector
investment funds) will alsc be supported to complement this approach. Larger,
blueprint infrastructure investments may still sometimes be warranted for more
strategic development reasons.

13. In addition, implementing the UNCDF commitment to developing sustainable
microfinance in rural areas will give particular attention to two key issues:
(a) the minimum conditions that need to be met in rural areas for microfinance
to be successful and (b) the need to be risk-taking in supporting innovative
mechanisms from microfinance institutions in their search for sustainability in
rural environments. UNCDF will involve its technical partners in the design of
projects to ensure greater quality and impact and proposes to work mainly in
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support of the "retail" MFIs. The latter will allow for greater institutional
and technical capacity-strengthening as well as closer monitoring.

Innovations in process and upscaling

Uganda has a strong commitment to decentralization and is about to begin
devolving development funds to local governments. UNCDF and UNDP are
assisting the Government to define and test practical procedures for
transferring these resources to local governments to support the participatory
planning and management of rural services. UNCDF designed the District
Development programme (DDP) as a pilot in five districts with the explicit
understanding that the World Bank would later expand the initiative to the
entire country, building on the experiences and lessons learned from the first
phase. The agreement triggered an exhaustive two-year formulation process
encouraging all stakeholders, central and local governments, non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) and community representatives, as well as donors such as
the Danish International Development Agency (DANIDA) and the International
Development Association to actively participate in defining the main features
of the pilot programme.

The innovative formulation process was a majcr contributor to the rapid
implementation after the agreement was signed in Cctober 1997 for the
$14 million UNCDF/UNDP commitment. As the donor evaluation concluded in
January 1999, "... it is clear that the intensely consultative formulation
process has had many lasting dividends: local governments are committed to
the decentralization process; they regard DDP as ‘their project’ and, to an
unusual degree, they have incorporated activities supported by the project
into their normal operations. Indeed, many local governments began
implementing key features of the design well before formal approval of the
project". The special effort made by UNCDF to monitor, evaluate and
communicate lessons has also paid off. Already, after just 18 months of
implementation, the Government and the World Bank have incorporated all major
features of the DDP into the design of the $70 million nation-wide upscale and
as of 1999, the Government is using the programme as the pattern for all
financing of decentralized planning and service delivery.

14. The policy review process is continuing, something the Fund believes is
essential for a learning organization. From April 1999, with completion of its
new draft policy, "Taking risks", it is the Fund’s intention to pursue two broad
interventions - good local governance and support to microfinance institutions.
However, the evaluation concluded that the UNCDF "distraction with the policy
debate left project design and the operation of the project cycle unreformed.
The quality of project documents now significantly lags behind the examples of
good work taking place on the ground." For this reason, and as recommended by
the evaluation, UNCDF plans to concentrate on "disseminating the policy and the
strategy to implement it".
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15. The UNCDF donor evaluation. While the timeframe for implementing the 1995
policy and institutionalizing changes was very ambitious, UNCDF has clearly
adhered to it. In September 1998, the donor-led evaluation of UNCDF began to
address three questions:

(a) Whether the reorientation of the Fund’s activities has enhanced its
distinctive identity through its ability to take risks, test new methodological
approaches and pilot innovations;

(b) Whether actions taken to implement the results of the CAT have been
adequate;

(c) Whether the new approaches and processes have affected field
operations.

16. A desk study review of headquarters operations was followed by visits to
eight countries during January to March 1999. The synthesis evaluation report
found that UNCDF has responded to the challenges of corporate change in a
determined and positive way. The evaluation concluded that: “UNCDF has
enhanced its distinctive identity by developing competence in the fields of
decentralization and local governance, together with microfinance. The capacity
of the institution has been improved and the preliminary judgement is that the
new approaches have had a positive effect on field operations". The report
highlighted progressive developments in three primary areas: policy;
programmes; and organizaticnal change.

17. Policy. Foremost is the conclusion that "there is little doubt that a
causal link can be identified between empowerment, access to social
infrastructure and poverty", thus vindicating the core of UNCDF policy strategy.
In practice, the 1995 policy commitment has been realized through:

(a) A substantial increase in resources devoted to local governance;

(b) Increased attention, in 80 per cent of projects, to institution-
building;

(c) A substantial growth in the inclusion of upstream policy development
in all projects, including infrastructure projects.

18. It was argued in the evaluation that policy refinement, although thorough,
was "overly long". However, the Fund has internalized the 1995 policy and has
presented a new image and a new way of working. Earlier uncertainties and
ambiguities in policy direction have now been resolved, such that "there is a
strong uniformity in presentation of policy". Importantly, with major partners
such as the World Bank, the policy thrust is well understood; it was noted in
the report that this is "a significant achievement in two years" and that at the
country level, there is "considerable donor interest".

19. It was also pointed out in the evaluation that UNCDF has successfully used
"the experience of project work and field operations to refine policy and
sharpen strategy". Moreover, the integration of participatory techniques into
the policy instruments has been an important step towards "institution-building

/...
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and empowerment of the poor". The evaluation team believed the suspension of
Eco-development projects "has prevented the wholesale application of an
inappropriate and inefficient methodology; and the testing of the initial LDF
principles and their adjustment ... have improved the methodology
significantly".

20. Programmes. While the concentration strategy of UNCDF is often overlooked,
it "is a key element in fostering the niche". Thematic concentration has seen a
major shift in resources towards local governance and empowerment projects. A
significant change has also occurred in line with country concentration. In
1995, when the concentration strategy was introduced, less than 40 per cent of
approvals were in the 15 concentration countries. By 2998, this had increased
to 88 per cent.

21. The innovative nature of UNCDF is manifest both in its approaches to
formulation and in the content of its programmes. While the Fund recognizes
that significant problems still exist in many countries, there is a clear trend
to improvement, with "strong in-country support for the growing commitment of
UNCDF to participatory project formulation and implementation". The evaluation
found that UNCDF is delivering on its commitment to participation, in contrast
to less-than-positive conclusions during the CAT review in 1996. There is "a
significant effort ... to institutionalize participatory approaches ... the
country visits confirmed this finding ... in summary, participatory methods and
civil society strengthening are now common to most projects".

22. Other weaknesses pointed out by the evaluation will also need attention.
Putting emphasis on the policy refinement, the evaluation determined that UNCDF
had lost an opportunity to improve the quality of its products. It is argued in
the evaluation that the quality of programme management has been adversely
affected by the lack of a management information system (MIS), and that "in the
absence of an MIS, there is no management of analysis of the portfolioc as a
whole. This is a significant weakness, of which UNCDF is well aware".
Similarly, the Fund was justifiably criticized for excessive flexibility and
variable quality of project documents and poor performance in monitoring and
evaluation.

23. Qrganizational change. The evaluation found an "active and open process of
policy debate within UNCDF", a corporate feature that has intensified since the
1995 policy document.

24. As noted in the synthesis report of the evaluatior, "UNCDF has internal
strengths, which fit well with a more ambitious project portfolio. Notable are:
a small team of committed and motivated staff; an open, non-bureaucratic and
informal style; and increasingly involved and competent programme officers in
the field. Importantly, UNCDF now has unique practical experience with the
donor community of promoting decentralized capital development through local
government in widely differing contexts".

25. Given these results, it was also argued in the evaluation that it is both
necessary and feasible that UNCDF become a centre of excellence in planning and
implementation of local governance and microfinance projects. This will require
the Fund to emphasize further the "knowledge and ideas content" of programming

/..
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and to forge an even closer strategic alliance with UNDP through the global
framework for promoting good governance.

26. The evaluation team recommended that UNCDF reduce the current portfolio
which would allow staff to concentrate further on the newer projects, intensify
the knowledge content of programming and free technical resources to build
strategic alliances with key partners, such as UNDP and the World Bank. To
implement this recommendation, further development of the substantive competence
of staff and substantial structural changes will be required.

27. 1In conclusion, the UNCDF evaluation determined that the Fund has enhanced
its distinctive identity and has developed competence in line with the 1995
policy paper, and that donors should therefore continue to support it. However,
the evaluation said funding "should be linked to performance targets, and
results performance, with arrangements for objective verification and annual
performance monitoring. The impact of new UNCDF policy projects should be the
subject of an evaluation study within five years."

IT. PROGRAMME ACTIVITIES

28. UNCDF activities in 1997-1998. 1In 1997, core contributions remained at the
1996 level of %33 million. Eight out of 10 donors increased their contributions
in national currencies. 1In 1997, a strong US dollar offset by good investment
of UNCDF resources kept the total rescurce base stable. In 1998, donor
contributions declined to $31 million.

Figure 1 Donor Contributions
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