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“The Learning Journey of a Development Sector”

In this paper I will start with a brief outline of the role CID has in facilitating learning in this sector. I will describe the recent initiatives taken to enhance conscious learning amongst our members, and discuss what that means to organisations operating in this field. I will argue that enhanced self and organisational awareness through reflective practice leads to improved outcomes for the communities with which we work. A further product of this enhanced awareness is the greater understanding of power dynamics without which we leave ourselves, our organisations, our projects, and most of all our partners at risk of our work doing more harm than good. One example of the way we are putting this learning process into practice is in the arena of monitoring and evaluation. I will elaborate by discussing how CID and the Programme Management Committee (PMC) are working together to create an opportunity for the major players in the development process – overseas partners, NZ NGOs, the PMC and NZAID – to learn from each other to maximise the effectiveness of monitoring practices.
The context:

The Council for International Development (CID) is the umbrella organisation for New Zealand’s non-governmental organisations which are involved in international development.  CID was formed in 1985, by a group of international development agencies in response to a perceived need in the sector for an organisation which would:

· be a central point where the members could gather

· advocate on behalf of the sector as a whole, especially in relation to persuading the government to increase their contribution to international development work
· be a source of information and communication

· and supply sector-specific training and learning

At the time there were about six  member organisations. Eleven years later, there are 86 members, ranging in size from large international organisations such as Oxfam and World Vision, with hundreds of staff and thousands of members, to small diaspora groups such as the New Zealand Somali Women with just three active members.  
The focus of my working role is on training and learning. Over the years CID has provided a wide variety of training ranging from formal workshops to the peer learning sessions called variously Learning Circles or Toolshares. And, of course, member organisations have gone about their own learning processes simultaneously.  
We have sought, however, to increase the depth and effectiveness, the consciousness, of our learning. It was to assist the sector to this end that James Taylor of the Community Development Resource Association in Capetown, South Africa, was invited to New Zealand by the Project Selection Committee of the VASS (now known and subsequently referred to as the PMC of the KOHA Fund).  He gave a series of workshops, raising our awareness of how we do (or do not) learn, as individuals, organisations and as a sector as a whole.  He challenged us to consider the statement ‘If we are not fully engaged in our own development, by what right do we involve ourselves in the development of others?’  It is this focus on learning within ourselves, in our own organisations and in the sector in order to make our practice more effective, which is the new emphasis.
But why bother? Is a focus on our own selves not the very antithesis of the selfless ‘giving’ which is at the historic heart of the development sector? What good is there to be gained from navel gazing in this way? We are from a ‘developed’ country. We are an educated and well off people. Why take the focus off the work we are doing ‘out there’, with all its need, and attend to ourselves when we are already so privileged? These are perfectly legitimate questions.
Good development practice depends on relationship. There can be beautiful words on the project application form, wonderfully respectful words in the Mission Statement, marvellously impressive facts and figures in an Annual Report, but the bottom line is that somewhere there is direct interface between the NZ NGO and the partner organisation. If that contact is characterised by conscious or unconscious power-over tactics, lack of clarity in communication, disrespectful practice, or behaviour which leads to a lack of trust, then the project will, at the very least, fail to achieve its full potential and at worst will actually do harm, will leave the community in a worse state than when the ‘development’ work started. 
There are many impediments to good, sound, strong relationships in these circumstances. The potential for mis-communication is enormous given the cross-cultural nature of the relationship, the distances involved and the complexity of the ‘donor-recipient’ context. All the more reason to have highly skilled, very self aware, non-defensive staff doing the work in the field, who are in turn supported by people and processes in their organisations exhibiting similar attributes. And as none of us can claim to have reached nirvana in this area, no matter how ‘evolved’ we are, there is always room for more learning. We need to be aware of, and honest about, our own motives, biases, prejudices, values and emotional responses. We need to deeply understand the effect we have on others, and to do that we need to be open to hearing honest feedback in a non-defensive manner.  

All these skills and attitudes are the fruit of habitual self-reflection, an ongoing pattern of self awareness and openness, which leads to an enhanced capacity to relate sensitively to others. It is a truism, but nonetheless real, that we cannot see and respond to things in others that we have not been able to see and respond to in ourselves. If we are able to take our own development to this level then we will be able to respond with appreciation to the development of others.
Our own organisations also need to be the focus of ongoing development and learning. We need to be able to stop the ‘doing’ on a regular basis and ask ourselves the questions: What is the purpose of our work? Who do we really serve? What are the values that underpin this work, and do our practices actually reflect these values? Is there congruence between what we say we do and how we actually deal with our partners, our funders and our staff? What have we learned from the work we have done lately and so how can we make it more effective? It is not suggested that this process be an extra task, but that these questions, and others, be part of the usual strategic and operational planning, or monthly/weekly staff meetings. That we build in to existing processes a level of reflection that allows us to stay connected with what we are really trying to do.  
Sector wide, we also need to be learning. The common understandings, the concepts of good practice, the beliefs and values that underpin the work that members of this sector are involved in, need to be regularly examined, stretched and developed.  We need to continue to structure and make the most of opportunities to get together to discuss issues facing the sector.
Learning, then, is central to the development endeavour if it is to be effective.

For the remainder of this paper I will look at monitoring and evaluation because a key opportunity for learning comes from productive evaluative processes.  However the practice of monitoring and evaluation is problematic, and the subject of ongoing debate and puzzlement around the world.  It is the setting for much distress, confusion, distrust and waste. Globally, a vast amount of resource is poured into the evaluation of projects, with quite a clear focus in many cases of trying to find ways of reassuring the public and politicians of the richer countries that their money is being well spent, that the ‘poor’ are really being helped by the generosity of the wealthy. The focus is not necessarily on the impact of the work in the community.

It is very hard to measure those impacts. It takes time, resource and a high skill level; it involves messy qualitative data, which means dilemmas of how to interpret those data for systems that respond best to numbers; it means working with awareness of power structures within communities in order to be able to hear the voices of those most directly affected and who may be silenced in many ways; it takes time and sweat, intellectual rigour and social skill. No easy task.
In the New Zealand international development sector the issue of assessment, monitoring and evaluation (A,M+E) is alive and well. Four years ago NZAID invested heavily in a pilot project on Participatory Impact Assessment. This project was warmly engaged with at the time, but the lessons learned from that project have not been able to be widely picked up by other organisations. While interest is still high in the subject, there has been a hiatus in understanding of ‘how to do it.’ At the NZAID/NGO Regional Meetings in May this year, Rosalind David (ex ActionAid and now an independent practitioner based in Auckland) gave some excellent presentations on A,M+E to a very positive response from participants in the meetings. And in my conversations with CID members, A,M+E consistently was raised as a problem area. We are very much engaged with trying to achieve a better, more effective, less onerous way of assessing the actual impact of the work we are doing. 
There are different contexts of dilemma, when we look at A,M+E.

There is the situation of the partners overseas. During my recent trip to South Africa a group of women from a township told me of the brutal and disempowering conversations they had had with ‘donor’ partners around M+E. The burden of alien systems, language and methods that had little to do with the messy organic reality of the project on the ground left them bruised, disempowered and bitter.  Donor organisations’ evaluation needs are translated into sometimes quite harsh demands for unfathomable, unattainable data for evaluative systems that have no apparent connection to the work that is being done on the ground, or the community where the benefit is supposed to accrue. There are often multiple ‘donors’ involved in a community or with a project, each wanting different data on different forms using different language and with different expectations. A frustrating, disempowering and brutal price to pay for money, money which is arguably being ‘held in trust for the poor’ after the colonial rape of Africa, Asia and the Pacific. 
The ‘donor’ NGOs are also often left feeling caught in a bind between their understanding of the reality of the project on the ground, and the needs of their funders who require good evidence of a planned project carried out effectively.

The funders are caught between their understanding of the needs of the NGOs and the powerful demands for positive impact assessments that will hold up under severe political scrutiny.

And the purveyors of the ‘severe political scrutiny’ are often unaware of the realities of the development context and the trials and dilemmas of international development work, but feel themselves under some pressure from us, the public, to account for taxpayers money being well spent and having a positive impact.

But what we all really want to know is ‘What effect has this work had on this community? What has been positive? What has had an unintended negative impact? What have we learnt from this process and how will we do it better next time?’ Why, we all wonder, is that so hard?

And the answer to that question lies in an understanding of power. Who has the power to demand what? Who is accountable to whom? How can that power be subverted, misused, resisted? Is it true that ‘money is power’ and so ultimately, and with no possibility of critique, the ones with the money have the power? 
Certainly that looks like an accurate assessment of the current situation. When we look at A,M+E processes, the people on the ground in the recipient country are the ones who must account for the money used, in ways that the donor organisation needs. There is not much sign of that accountability being reciprocal. When does the ‘recipient’ partner ever ask ‘Have you as a donor organisation done what you said you would do? What are you getting out of it? How much money did you get for this project? How has it been spent? What have you learned from us? What have we learned together? What have you said about us to others? Can we see it?’ Who, in these situations, has the power and how is it constituted? While the ‘donor’ organisation has the power of the money, the ‘recipient’ (how I hate these terms) only has the power to subvert the process by giving the donor the information s/he thinks is required in order to get the money, while hiding the reality of a complex situation. In this case neither wins and neither learns anything that is useful for the ongoing development of both. 

Is it as simple as ‘money is power’? Of course money is powerful, and conversely poverty leads to extreme powerlessness. No-one would dispute that. But thinkers such a Foucault and Lacan suggest that power is a much more complex, dynamic force than this. Power is constantly negotiated and contested between the players in a relationship. Power is claimed or given away. It can reside in one person or a group may claim it.  As Professor Chambers has discussed – power over, power to, power with and power within. All much more complicated than pure ‘money is power.’
A reflective and learning approach to the monitoring and evaluation process requires a consideration of power. There needs to be an understanding of the power dynamics already in play in the community. If we are to be fully aware of the impact of our work we need to have a sophisticated understanding of the effect of our intervention into that existing situation, both for good and ill, and be able to respond to, and learn from, that understanding.

How do these threads of power and monitoring play out in the New Zealand context. We are very lucky here that the government agency with which we deal, NZAID, is a new and remarkably open organ of government staffed by people with vision and experience who have an understanding of the difficulties of development work on the ground.  They are nevertheless, bound by requirements for rigorous reporting to politicians with regards to the money spent from the public coffers. What power do they have to challenge and shape the data that is fed into the political process? How do they monitor and evaluate their own processes and how is that information made available to their ‘partners’?
The committee to which NZAID gives funds ($13.8 million last year) for distribution to the NGO sector is the Project Management Committee of the KOHA/PICD scheme. This is an extraordinary system, the envy of many of our international colleagues, in which there are four NGO representatives and one NZAID person whose responsibility it is to distribute those funds according to clearly articulated principles and criteria, and receive reports on the projects thus funded.  
The KOHA/PICD system is remarkably flexible and realistic. But even fervent admirers admit that it is still a formal system bred from a European, analytical, quantitative mode of thinking which is alien to many of the people with whom we work.  What power does the Committee have to evolve their reporting to NZAID and their requirements of the NZ NGOs? How do they monitor and evaluate their own effectiveness? 
Similar questions could and should be asked of NZ NGOs, as I have already outlined.
One way in which the Council for International Development is attempting to grapple with the dilemmas outlined here is to hold a 3 day hui/workshop in March next year, with James Taylor and Ros David facilitating. We are, with funding from the PMC, bringing 10 current partners of NZ NGOs, 5 representatives of NZAID, the 5 members of the PMC and 30 members of NZ NGOs together to share the realities of their experience of assessment, monitoring and evaluation of projects. The aim is to facilitate a conversation between these different strands of the development network, to enhance understanding, to clarify the purpose of our work and the values which underpin it, and then link that purpose and those values to the practice of A,M+E in the different contexts involved.  
This is a chance for a sector wide reflective learning opportunity, learning from each other about our needs and circumstances, and hopefully shaping some new ways forward, with the hope of making monitoring and evaluation less of an ineffective burden and more of a mutually learning opportunity. 
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