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Sustainable capacity development: towards a new practice area

We should brand by the “how” not the “what”(UNDP branding consultant)

The policy area of development cooperation is strong on principles, weak on strategies and very problematic when it comes to delivering the pizzas! (Koos Richelle, EU Director General for Development)

Every institutional reform is about the why, what and how. The same pattern has also been followed in UNDP since 1999: there have been changes in personnel and a refinement of the practice areas – it now remains to address the ‘how’. It could be the hardest phase of all because the necessity of doing so is not yet widely apparent within the organization, even though the ‘way we do business’ will be our main distinguishing feature. This paper takes the measure of this challenge.

Within and outside UNDP, there has been a long-held assumption that our ‘business’ is capacity building – or to use the more comprehensive term, capacity development. While in the past we have tagged ‘world development’ and ‘sustainable human development’ to our title, the core of our activities is about applying grant technical cooperation in order to enable our client countries to develop the capacity to improve human well-being on a continuing basis. As one of our Administrators said once, “we don’t do development, but we enable it”.

What does that imply? Capacity for whatever the purpose - reducing poverty, improving governance, managing the environment - has been defined as the ability to perform functions, solve problems and set and achieve objectives. It’s not the only definition, but it is incontrovertible as a generic version. 

The problem is, we and other well-meaning development organizations seem to have lost sight of these intended aims of our efforts. We have concentrated more on the intrinsic quality of the means – technical cooperation projects – instead.

Many projects, few results?

A brief numerical snapshot of technical cooperation over more than 50 years reveals a sobering picture.

As a rough estimate, approximately US$ 1 trillion (1012 ) of ODA has been expended in the post-war period. If we assume that about 20% of that sum was for free-standing technical cooperation, we arrive at a total of $200 billion. Using a very rough average of $200,000 per project, this yields approximately 1 million TC projects for the benefit of some 150 developing countries – an average of 7,000 projects per country. In some recipients far fewer, but in other aid-favoured countries, some tens of thousands of TC projects each.

Thus, thousands and thousands of pieces of TC all striving to build capacity, strengthen policies and institutions, achieve better management. There is no question that TC has contributed to significant progress in many instances and in many countries. But in some of the most-aided countries, the challenges of development management are little different from a generation ago. A closer look at the content of projects in these countries would reveal, moreover, that many of them had the same objectives for the same counterpart organizations over several decades.  

As development practitioners, shouldn’t we be more concerned about so many projects and so much repetition? The answer is certainly yes. But we are consoled by our own project evaluations, which show that the large majority of our projects are ‘successful’. Recent findings show that the proportion of ‘effective’ projects is over 60% in UNDP, over 70% in DfID and over 80% in the World Bank. These percentages are not strictly comparable, but they provide the necessary reassurance to the organizations concerned that they are somehow doing the right thing…in the face of other evidence provided by human development outcomes that many of the most-aided countries are still the least-developed. Good micro-results, but poor macro-outcomes - these are the disturbing ‘micro-macro’ paradoxes.

The intention here is not primarily to indulge in another treatise on aid effectiveness. This has been done thoroughly already, and UNDP and the World Bank have taken the lead. UNDP’s most recent contribution to the aid debate has been the year-old Reforming Technical Cooperation (RTC) project, funded by the Netherlands government, which has resulted in many papers, e-discussions, round tables and the first of three books.
 UNDP has just completed a detailed analysis of TC effectiveness over the last 10 years in seven programme countries (Bangladesh, Bolivia, Egypt, Gabon, Kyrghyzstan, Philippines and Uganda) and they reveal a pattern of repetitious lack of progress in developing capacity. The World Bank produced Assessing Aid in 1999, and they have gone on to other research, most recently a new (April 2002) paper on development effectiveness. This research confirms our intuition: that TC has not worked very well. 

Capacity development re-examined means different forms of TC

Doing things differently and better, means a re-dedication to our purpose. Instead of allowing ourselves to be driven along paths that are shaped by, and leading away from, concepts of  ‘good TC’, we should be looking for the paths that lead up to effective and meaningful CD. So, let us examine what constitutes sustainable capacity building, and then examine how best we should be supporting it.

(a) CD needs to be development goal-oriented. Look again at the definition cited above: capacity development is capacity for performing functions, solving problems and setting and achieving objectives. This is a broad definition, which needs to be interpreted in the context of a country’s overall development goals. Having determined what those goals are, then the how and where of capacity development begin to answer themselves. That may sound trite, but it’s actually quite revolutionary, because capacity development hitherto has tended to be applied individually to people and institutions perceived as ‘weak’ (untrained and under-developed), without determining clearly what wider role they play in the development effort. 

Today we are closer than ever to agreeing on what those goals are, for they have been provided by the Millennium Declaration of September 2000. Thus a prime focus of capacity development is the development of capacity to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs – a term coined by UNDP). These goals are far from new (most have been around a long time, but targets have been repeatedly missed). What is important is that they now command universal support, bring to development a much clearer focus on development outcomes and are accompanied by a clear timetable.

The objectives of capacity development, therefore, should no longer be focused exclusively on externally-prescribed criteria such as ‘sound’ economic governance and ‘efficient’ public institutions. These ‘means’ need to be seen in relationship to the broader ‘ends’ of income poverty reduction, education, health and other human development goals. Only if our thinking is framed by the need to ultimately reach those human development outcomes will the requirements become apparent of what, where and how capacities are to be developed. 

· TC should support development goal-oriented CD: Just as CD should become more development outcome oriented, TC should be able to demonstrate links with these outcomes. TC will therefore need to be conceived as contributing to much broader development outcomes, rather than seeing its goals in terms of narrower institution-building objectives. Thus, TC should not just be concerned with intrinsic criteria of project and programme efficiency – cost-effectiveness, meeting efficiency objectives of recipient organisations, and so on – but on much less easily definable contributions to development outcomes. Micro (project) success criteria will need to yield to those of a macro nature. Results-based management (RBM) criteria will need to be re-thought around ways of measuring the contribution of TC to meeting broader development goals.  

(b) MDG-oriented CD means delivering outcomes to beneficiaries. A more ‘macro’ or holistic orientation of capacity development implies major changes in how accountability is perceived and practiced. Hitherto, the focus of CD has been on training and institutional strengthening. The trainees and their organizations have therefore been considered the ‘beneficiaries’ of traditional CD. But (as in old UNDP parlance), these are the recipients, not the beneficiaries. The true beneficiaries are in that phrase – much beloved by drafters of UNDP prodocs – “population at large”. Unfortunately, however, that large population is not usually even conscious of – let alone involved in conceiving – the CD programmes that are ultimately designed to benefit them. How many times, for example, have civil service reform programmes been attempted? And how often has the public, for whom public service employees are the ‘civil servants’, been a part of the process? (In the Philippines, CSOs are now getting involved, but Bolivia is making its fourth attempt at reform without them). Effective CD needs to involve the real beneficiaries in the conception, design and evaluation of programmes.

· TC needs to encourage the democratization of aid: TC drives major CD programmes. And because TC is almost entirely funded by donors – who report to their tax-payers - and is mostly shaped through dialogue with a limited number of representatives of recipient governments, accountability is a closed loop between public sector entities in donor and recipient countries. The determination of project success traditionally turns on the amounts and timing of payments to those organisations, and the tangible results seen in numbers of staff trained, tasks performed, automation attained, and so on. 

The macro-micro paradox noted earlier can be explained by the fact that the impact of TC on the true beneficiaries of development is not measured, nor even perceived as important. TC – particularly from multilateral sources - can and must break out of the closed loop by helping to identify the beneficiaries of CD, and encouraging them to play a role in the conception, monitoring and evaluation of CD programmes and processes.

(c) CD should be nationally owned. Countries must take charge. And as the foregoing implies, the emphasis should be on ‘national’ and not merely ‘government’ ownership. Countries need to make their own determination of CD needs; the transformations implied by capacity development need to take into account local circumstances, and must entail ‘indigenous’ solutions if they are to be sustainable. (Donor-driven CD can have the advantage of identifying the external partners as scapegoats when necessary but unpopular reforms are part of the process, but if the reform falters, it risks being rejected entirely). 

· TC should follow, not lead: If TC is really to facilitate effective and sustainable capacity development, then ‘donor-ship’ must yield to national ownership. This implies an upending of the donor-recipient dialogue, in which donors make offers based on their own perceptions of ‘gaps’ and capacity needs, and their own supply of experts, products and services. In a more balanced partnership, the government – with the support of other national stakeholders – will conceive and manage its development assistance needs more independently, exercising choices in respect of types and origins of assistance. Donors need to think more laterally; their respective contributions as partners will be determined in relation to those of others.

(d) CD is a complex and highly particularized process. The nature of capacity development is itself highly complex, eschewing uniform prescription. It is not a purely technocratic process, and has to take into account local political and societal realities. As Dani Rodrik wrote recently in a piece for UNDP: “institutional development has been historically a highly idiosyncratic process, with local conditions exerting a determining influence…one size hardly fits all”. 

· TC needs to be highly flexible and tailored to country circumstances: This where it gets radical. National ownership of CD processes implies highly particularized solutions, which take into account local economic, political and societal circumstances. Replication has been a principle of convenience to donors and the development industry, but country needs are infinitely differentiated, and even defy typologies. We should also be cautious about concepts such as ‘best practice’, which imply that the same plants can be successfully grown in different soils. 

TC needs to support these ‘idiosyncratic’ solutions, but to do so, it needs to be unregimented, un-prescriptive, flexible, adaptable, not time-bound. Aid has been moving steadily away from projects towards programmes, now embracing sector-wide (SWAPs) and general budget support. Given the complex and often unpredictable processes entailed in capacity development, TC needs to break out of fixed temporal and funding boxes and take on more aspects of process consulting. Partners need to get engaged as catalyzers and facilitators, and be prepared to stay engaged in ways that are flexible and adaptable.

(e) CD is a broad process encompassing many actors. We also need to broaden our view of CD, institutionally. Traditionally, it has tended to focus on individuals and organizations within the state sector. This focus has always been too narrow, because it leaves out of account the many agents of developmental transformation that lie outside the state sector. As the role of the state changes – e.g. by doing less, and by facilitating and regulating more – it is even more imperative to conceive capacity in a holistic sense, and capacity development as a process which encompasses a range of different stakeholders and organizations in the public, private and civic domains. 

· TC also needs to engage with many actors: One of the most significant changes in the aid picture in recent years has been the growing donor patronage of development NGOs from North and South. NGO projects have been seen as an alternative to supporting the public sector and are recognition of the importance of non-state actors in the development process. TC in support of comprehensive CD processes needs to engage with many partners on a comprehensive, rather than an either-or basis. Notwithstanding the importance of country-ownership, external partners have an important role to play in bringing different development stakeholders together in support of capacity development.

TC and UNDP – how do we ‘deliver the pizzas’?

All of the above has quite radical implications for UNDP.

In terms of UNDP’s own positioning, we have two important opportunities: 

(1) to do better in responding to country needs for capacity development; and

(2) to facilitate – more than ever – the cooperation and partnering on both donor and  recipient sides to better match TC supply and demand. 

Thus, we need not merely to be better at supporting capacity development – in ways inferred by the foregoing discussion - but to be the catalyst for an overall increase in the effectiveness of TC from all sources. The time is ripe. On the donor country side, the past years of intensive aid introspection have convinced all without exception – but to a greater (Netherlands, UK, Norway) or lesser (Japan, France) extent – that changes in orientation are required. On the recipient country side3 there is also a clearer perception that much capacity is yet to be developed and that TC has been only partially productive. Here is the context for that ‘global bargain’, which can be applied to many donor-recipient relationships (but not all – see ‘Fragile states’ below). Aid will flow where recipient governments can make the best use of it..
UNDP’s built-in advantages are pointing us towards these opportunities: 

· universal presence, 

· impartiality

· partnerships and 

· UN country team leadership. 

This is where “only UNDP can…” on the basis of the following principles and practices.

Principles and practices for UNDP

1 – View capacity development in the broader context of the country’s development management as a means to achieving the Millennium Development Goals – the principal goals of human development. We must go beyond piecemeal project-based approaches, in which UNDP is called on to fill a gap left by other donors, or where we are seen as the friendliest and most compliant partner. Our technical cooperation should be viewed as a strategic supporting component of broader capacity development initiatives focused on meeting the MDGs. CD goals should be determined in terms of meeting these development outcomes.

1.1  Undertake country situation analyses in terms of capacity development needs to attain the MDGs and other human development goals which the country espouses. Following the example of Tanzania in February 2001, all UN country teams are expected to develop MDG country reports, examining progress towards meeting the the 8 MDGs. These reports provide a valuable staring point for analyzing the capacity development needs implied by the challenge of meeting the MDGs.

1.2  Develop benchmarks and indicators and accompanying mechanisms by which all national partners can trace progress towards the attainment of the country’s development goals. 

2 – Engage with a broad range of national stakeholders and interlocutors, including representatives of beneficiaries, in examining CD needs

2.1  Promote national dialogue around analysis of CD needs, including a full range of stakeholders in public, private and civic sectors 

2.2  Examine CD needs holistically in terms of the respective roles which public, private and civic sectors can play 

3 – Engage with other donor partners in examining responses to CD needs

3.1 Actively support governments in developing mechanisms to efficiently manage domestic and external development resources

3.2 Move from ‘donor coordination’ towards getting donors to support stronger and more authoritative government mechanisms of development prioritization and management (e.g. through Government-managed SWAps)

3.3 Help to mobilize donor resources, while remaining consistent with 3.2 and 4.3

4 – Examine all options for supporting CD, starting with indigenous capacities and entertaining all knowledge enhancement opportunities, specifically eschewing ready-made off-the-shelf solutions.

4.1 In helping governments to draw up CD strategies, resist projectisation and subordinate other programmatic approaches to the need for flexible and open-ended approaches. 

4.2 Help connect governments to knowledge networks to facilitate knowledge acquisition 

4.3 Help to ensure that CD strategies are fully consistent, and meshed with, available domestic resources and national budgets in order to ensure that recurrent costs are counted in and that external dependency is not being unduly encouraged.

The ‘special’ case of the fragile states

It would be wrong to presume that aid is necessarily most productive when channelled to the better-governed countries, and to use this logic to reorient aid, as donors are increasingly tending to do. This is a bit like saying that the best schools should get the most resources, when in many cases they already have the brightest pupils at entry. The greatest potential good – and the maximum potential returns – to TC can be derived in countries in which aid can help to sustainably increase capacity where it is currently very weak. These are the ‘fragile states’ and they deserve special and urgent attention.

A ‘fragile state’ may be defined as a client country in which the administration is chronically or temporarily weak or incapacitated, and/or lacking in national legitimacy, and/or weakly committed to the broader development aspirations of its people. There are some 30 countries which could be so classified. Because the developmental challenges are quintessentially challenges of capacity development, however, and because a fragile state is chiefly distinguished by the weakness or compromised reliability of the government as a partner, UNDP urgently needs to develop and adapt its principles and practices to their circumstances, if the TC we are providing - and advocating others to contribute – is not to be wasted. (The World Bank, which is not even present in most fragile states, has already thought of doing this, even without a mandate).

Given the widely differing nature of these circumstances, and the necessarily idiosyncratic and individualized nature of the CD challenges, these principles and practices will be broad in nature. However, the main inspiration can still be taken from the principles and practices outlined above, with the important qualification that alternative partners and interlocutors will have to be determined where governments are considered in some way inappropriate.

C
Capacity development and the ‘gap’





Capacity development has often been perceived as synonymous with filling a notional gap – transferring skills and know-how from the countries that have it to those that don’t. The perception has strong historical roots. In the 18th century, Russia brought in experts and technology from western Europe in substantial quantities for its own modernisation. In the second half of the 19th century it was Japan. After the Second World War, a devastated Europe was rebuilt with the help of American capital and technical aid. Also in the 20th century, China has acquired technical help, partly through the aid window. In all these cases, the importations were transformative, as the countries concerned strove to emulate and catch up with their richer suppliers. 





The ‘gap’ concept became embodied in development theory. To realize Rostow’s take-off, the newly independent developing countries needed to fill the external and domestic resource gaps, but also the third ‘skills’ gap. The donor countries decided that foreign aid was the answer, and TC became the tool for CD gap-filling. 





But CD gap-filling as a rationale for technical cooperation has led us down some wrong paths. Here are three:


The control path: those earlier west-east transfers had seen the absorption and adaptation of modern ideas by societies whose leaders had a clear vision of the directions they wanted to take. In the modern aid era, the post-colonial tradition led to an extension of patronage by the richer countries, and the experience was reversed. The gaps came to be perceived and funded by donor country governments, not the recipients. Control shifted accordingly. 





Donor dominance has also meant duplication. Recipient countries are the target of advice and assistance in the same domains, but from multiple sources, often not in agreement. This proliferation is probably the single most important factor in the undermining of CD in recipient countries by external partners.





The public sector path: the reversal of control was facilitated by the fact that aid was in the public funding domain of the donors. This had various consequences:


aid had key stakeholders in the donor countries, but clients elsewhere, setting up a potential tension between two sets of objectives. The stakeholders had expectations of how aid should ‘perform’, and the criteria of success were often commercial, political or in other ways strategically significant, rather than developmental.


TC became the preserve of bureaucratic minds and processes in the donor countries, with an often-limited comprehension of the character and context of the recipients. 


Northern thinking also led to the excessive projectisation noted above; TC was conceived in time- and money-bounded segments, a configuration which best suited public spending patterns.


From gap-thinking, there followed the simplistic quantitative equation: the larger the perceived gap, the more the aid.





The feedback path: With public funding, TC has also tended to favour public channels in the recipient countries, leading to a high concentration on public sector institutional performance. Accountability of projects has been through a closed loop between public sector entities in donor and recipient countries. The determination of project success has turned on the amounts and timing of payments to those organisations, and the tangible results seen in numbers of staff trained, tasks performed, automation attained, and so on. The larger developmental picture has been claimed in terms of policy changes. But the impact of the TC on the beneficiaries of development, for whose primary benefit the aided organizations exist, is not measured. This goes a long way to explaining the paradox noted earlier. 





Unfortunately, our multilateral system is scarcely better. We are interposed between those public funding sources and the recipients, a position which helps to dilute the subjective interests of individual donors. However, most of the other characteristics of the above paths will seem familiar. Yet we have fewer excuses. The leading UN organization for developmental TC should be doing better. That also means doing things more differently than in the past. 








� Sakiko Fukuda-Parr, Carlos Lopes, Khalid Malik, Capacity for Development: New solutions to old problems (London, Earthscan, 2002)


3 When we begin to get partnerships right, we can finally abandon the unfortunate donor-recipient nomenclature.
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