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The Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) Initiative

Report from the Global Synthesis Meeting

Manesar, India

October 11-16, 1999

This report presents the outcome of a meeting of the PLA team (list of participants at the end of the report) in Manesar, India, from October 11-16, 1999. The primary objective of this meeting was to examine the qualitative global findings from the 18 learning assessments in conjunction with the results of the statistical analysis, and reach a consensus on the key findings and their application.  

Other objectives were: 

· To review and develop an action plan for finalization of phase I products and activities 

· To carry out a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) analysis of   

            Phase I, in order to plan better for Phase II  

·  Communicate the next steps/decisions for Phase II of the PLA
A Brief Refresher on the PLA Initiative


The Water and Sanitation Program (WSP) launched the global Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) Initiative in October 1997, building on earlier WSP activities that focused on issues of user participation and sustainability, particularly, the UNDP-WB  PROWWESS program and the global RWSS study on demand responsiveness. The overall development objective of the initiative is to increase the sustainability of water supply and sanitation services for poor communities by increasing the understanding of the links between gender, demand, and sustainability, and by so doing, give poor women in particular a greater voice and choice in their services.


During Phase I (1998-99), learning assessments using an innovative methodology, developed by the PLA Team, were carried out in partnership with 88 communities from 18 projects in 15 countries in the five world regions in which the WSP operates.  Design and implementation were carried out in partnership with the International Water and Sanitation Centre (IRC) and national/regional sector support centres took part in the assessment countries.  Projects selected were predominantly rural water supply and sanitation, but included some larger water systems with treatment and piped distribution also. The projects were funded by a range of agencies, including various levels of government; the World Bank and Asian and African Development Banks; and seven bilateral agencies—AusAid, CIDA, Danida, JICA, NEDA, Sida, and SDC; as well as CARE.

The intent is to launch a five-year Phase II program using the results from Phase I.

A. MAJOR OUTCOMES OF PLA PHASE I


PLA Phase I will have two major outcomes:

1. Findings from the learning assessments that affirm the initial hypothesis, namely, that services that are more participatory, gender and poverty sensitive, and thus more demand responsive, are better sustained and more effectively used.

2. A methodology for participatory assessments (the “MPA”) that integrates gender and poverty aspects with demand and sustainability and combines participatory tools in self assessments with statistical data analysis at the program level  The MPA is attracting growing interest by practitioners within and outside the water sector because of its potential for use in project preparation and sustainability monitoring.

1. Some preliminary findings from the learning assessments

The non-parametric statistical analyses generally affirm the qualitative findings from the 88 assessments and demonstrate the importance of demand-responsive, gender and poverty sensitive approaches to positive service outcomes. These findings are at a 1% level of probability (i.e., one can say with 99% confidence that this causal relationship exists and one can be mistaken in only 1% of the cases). Further analysis, particularly with respect to gender and poverty aspects, will be presented in the Global Synthesis report

The PLA team defined “sustained water supply service” as a service that provides enough water of an acceptable quality for at least domestic use through a regular and reliable service. Breakdowns are low and repairs rapid (within 48 hours) and local financing covers at least the regualr costs of operation, maintenance (O&M) and repairs.  The following findings about sustained services emerged from the regression analysis:

· A higher level of community participation in establishing a community managed rural water supply service results in a more sustained service. Community participation here means the community carries out the O&M, and skilled work in O&M and management of service is done by men and women and is paid for.
· Contrary to expectations, a higher demand for a water supply service as expressed through initial payments in cash and/or kind is negatively related to the sustaining of the service. Initial payment appears not be a factor in users sustaining a water system. Other factors have more impact like: community participation in O&M, good governance in local management, and satisfaction of users with the service. Payments alone did not create community ownership and support.
· Good governance at the community level during the project cycle leads to a more sustained water supply. The operationalization of good governance consists of the following factors: a local management organization monitors contributions to construction and deals with defaulters, women participate in monitoring and control, male and female community members are both trained for technical, managerial and financial aspects and in hygiene aspects, and accounts are shared with the community at large-females and males.
· Services financed by bilateral donors are better sustained than otherwise financed services.

An “effectively used service” was defined as the combination of the following: percent of households with easy access to the improved water supply, % actually using the improved water supply always and at least for drinking, and the environmentally sound use of the water system (drainage/no stagnant water).

· Services that are more gender and poverty sensitive result in higher effective use. On the other hand, gender and poverty made no significant difference with respect to sustained services. This seems to indicate that services that do not regard gender and the poor specifically may perform well technically and financially but leaves an important section of the population unserved and have less impact on hygiene practices.
· The more demand responsive the project, the more effectively used the services. Demand responsive projects offer men and women users from different socio-economic strata information and choice of technologies and service levels, location of facility, type of management structure, etc. This choice and voice makes a significance difference: the greater the voice and choice, the better the use.
· Projects with a higher service level and projects combining water supply, sanitation and hygiene objectives achieved a better effective use of improved water points that projects which are only water supply projects, or have a lower service level.

2. Global products presenting the findings

· Global synthesis report: The Global synthesis report will be a 10/15 page document summarizing key findings and issues and what the implications are for practice. It will stress the importance of gender, poverty and demand as indispensable ingredients in the quest for sustainability. The report will also address the assessment process and the methodology, particularly noting how MPA differs from previous participatory methodologies and how it adds value.  Publication date: end-1999.

· Advocacy video: The advocacy video will present the PLA Initiative in general and the findings and results of the study. The video is aimed at higher level decision makers, policy makers and funding agencies, and will use the global results to build the case that gender, poverty, and demand matter. It will be produced in three languages (English, French and Spanish).  Completion date: early 2000.

· Main global report and compilation of Global data: The extended global report will present study findings in a much more detailed fashion. It will go into more depth on the theoretical underpinnings of the framework, the gender and poverty analysis, the development and testing of the methodology and the statistical analysis of the data. The report will be printed but not published. It will feature on the WSP’s and IRC’s websites. The global data will be packaged on a CD-ROM and possibly on the Internet (with permission of governments).  Completion date: March 2000.

3. The MPA—A Tested Methodology for Participatory Assessments

The MPA combines, in a single methodology, the use of qualitative participatory assessment methods at the community level with the use of quantitative statistical analysis through non-parametric tests at the program level. It combines self-assessment by different groups in communities – basically poor and wealthier women and idem men – of factors that influence their sustaining and effective use of the water service in relation to participation, management and capacity building. Gender and poverty aspects are not assessed separately but are built into the participatory tools and self-scoring scales to which the outcomes from each tools session are transferred. If done in a large enough sample and with sufficient rigor this data can then be statistically analyzed as was done in the participatory learning assessments during phase I. 


There is already a considerable interest in the MPA, for example, by Bank task managers in India and the Philippines for project preparation, as well as for use in the rural energy sector and in poverty analysis. The challenge will be to gear up to meet the demand, by training WSP staff and local institutions in the use of the methodology, and by assisting others to engage in a process whereby it can be modified for other sectors and uses. 

4. Global products based on the MPA

· METGUIDE: The methodology will be contained in the METGUIDE, which will be a guide for practitioners who want to use it. The published document will incorporate the lessons learned through the assessments, as well as the codebook.  A section will be dedicated to the different uses that can be made of this  methodology and at what levels. Another key section: ‘lessons learnt’ will be written on the problems we have had during the study with the methodology and the process for carrying out the study (findings on tools). The Metguide will come together with a training video and a support program for the training of trainers and the backstopping of new assessments in field projects and programs. The training course will help trainers develop field books, practice the tools and use scales and codebook (not included in the Metguide) for participatory and statistical analysis at various levels. Publication date for the Metguide : end-1999. Expected availability of training of trainers course: mid 2000.
· Brief to METGUIDE for Task Managers: A short communication (3/4 pages) to market the methodology to task managers at the Bank and other bilateral and multilateral agencies. The brief will focus on “What can this methodology do for you?”  Completion date: end-1999.
· Training video: A training video to be  used by the facilitators as an illustrative tool to train the field research teams. It will comprise of two modules: one for the community assessments and one for the institutional and policy assessments. Completion date: English video by end-1999, Spanish and French in early 2000.

5. Regional products and activities

Regional products will consist of regional and country reports, country field notes, regional training and advocacy videos as well as papers on best practices. In certain regions dissemination workshops have already been held to report back to the assessment teams from the different countries; for other regions workshops will be carried out over the next months. For the East Africa region a best practice paper will be written on the network that has developed of several East and Southern African countries working on their gender strategies and action plans. The paper will look at the policy perspective, the factors that enable this network, the institutional arrangements and strategies in operation.

B. PHASE II: USING THE PRODUCTS OF PHASE I TO INFLUENCE PRACTICE

At the October 1997 meeting where PLA was launched, the basis for the decision to commit funds to Phase I was the understanding that the assessment phase would be followed by an active longer-term program to use the results. With the results now nearly in hand, the team has turned its attention to planning for the future.  

1. Looking back to the future through SWOT

The PLA team carried out a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) analysis to learn from experiences of Phase I and plan for Phase II. A great strength of Phase I was the people involved working together in an effective team , coupled with innovative partnership arrangements at different levels, within and outside the Bank. Overall the team felt that the initiative has a strong conceptual and analytical and a process approach where learning (for all stakeholders) is a key outcome.  

One weakness identified was inadequate training for use of the METGUIDE and Code Book for carrying out the assessments. This weakness was identified by the assessment teams and they recommended more training for the ongoing use of the metguide and carrying out the assessments. Sequencing of activities and reporting on progress leave room for improvement, with a need for a more proactive communication process within the WSP as well as outside. 

A main opportunity for the future is the increasing demand for the methodology, which should accelerate with the marketing of PLA products. Good experience with partnerships has encouraged the team to look for other partners in and out of the WSS sector. One of the threats the team perceives is that while the PLA has the potential to expand beyond the WSS sector, it may need to find another host given the WSP’s exclusive focus on WSS. However, the team agreed that the methodology is clearly a suitable tool for the water sector and that as such it was important for the WSP to have clearly outlined activities for the regions for Phase II, with clearly earmarked financing. 

2. Key activities envisaged for Phase II

Several key issues were discussed concerning phase II of the initiative as well as related activities that were not foreseen earlier. A more comprehensive overview of the activities to be undertaken for Phase II will be provided in a concept note which will be circulated shortly.

· Development of tools: We would like to collaborate closely with Ingvar Andersson, UNDP, New York in their  project to  develop tools for mainstreaming gender. The comparative advantage of the team is the existing knowledge and experience with gender specific indicators and the development of an analytical framework as part of broader sustainability analysis. We would like to propose a workshop for tools development on which we could collaborate with people from other Initiatives like PHAST, SARAR, and PRA . A tentative date for this workshop could be May 2000.

· Further Development of the Methodology: The team intends to hold an Inquiry Audit for the methodology. The objective would be to invite a group of stakeholders and experts to examine the methodology, results and  products . It is an open critical peer review with specialists in assessment methodology  from a wide range of related backgrounds. A tentative date has been set for February 2000 in the Netherlands. The inquiry audit will :

· validate the results and the methodology;

· provide the basis for further development of the methodology within the WSS sector and examine its potential use in related rural and urban infrastructure sectors such as agriculture, energy, health and education.  Some preliminary steps have been taken in the energy sector in collaboration with ESMAP; and

· gain support for future activities.

· Building capacity to use the methodology: Phase II activities will be developed in collaboration with IRC and the team will look into potential other partnerships. Some key activities will be development of a training for trainers course; identification of PLA focal points in WSP-regions and training of these people; identification of key regional support centers; and continued development of the methodology (in particular on institutional indicators).

· Targeted dissemination of results: The second world water forum will be held in The Hague, The Netherlands in March 2000. The team agreed that this will be a good opportunity to present the results of the study and the methodology to a large international group of professionals from the sector. 

3. Additional Next Steps


The Manesar meeting produced a schedule for completion of products and assigned responsibilities.  In addition, there are several issues outside the purview of the PLA team that must be addressed, in some cases, quickly:

· Core seed money for Phase II: Phase I has taken longer and cost more than originally envisaged (but it has also produced more).  Funds should be sufficient to complete Phase I products, but not to move into Phase II activities.  In particular, additional funds will be needed fairly quickly, first, to respond to the increasing demands for help with the methodology; and second, to develop a training package, so that more local capacity can be developed to use the methodology.  Over the longer term these activities should be financed from project and country funds, but initially they need to be supported centrally. The Phase II concept paper will spell out these activities and estimate funding needs.

· Ensuring the capacity within the WSP to operationalize the PLA: Each WSP region needs a focal point for support activities, if the approach is to be operationalized in projects and country networks built (as has happened successfully in Eastern and Southern Africa). IRC conducted the learning assessments in the WSP’s West Africa and Andes regions because the WSP lacked the capacity to do so.  Young professionals have been sought for some time in both regions to take on this responsibility, but they have not yet been made available from the bilaterals from which the posts have been requested.  At the same time, headquarters capacity will also have to be maintained.  The existing PLA team members should be involved in training the new ones.

· Host for further developing the MPA: The PLA team is convinced that the methodology can be used in other ways and sectors, to (at long last) put gender and at the heart of project and program preparation.  The WSP has been a suitable host for getting us this far, but the WSP’s mission is helping the poor gain access to WSS, not developing methodologies and expanding into other sectors.  Also, given that a great strehgth of Phase I has been the people, working together, so as to sustain the momentum and not lose the knowledge already gained, the MPA needs a host that can engage current PLA team members, as appropriate, to further develop the methodology and ensure it is operationalized other sectors.
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� These results pertain only to water supply services. Data for sanitation will be analyzed, however the smaller number of communities for which we have sanitation data will not allow us to carry out the same statistical analysis as for water.
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