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1. Background 

Since the late eighties and early nineties, there has been growing concern about governmental decentralization in Argentina, similar to what has been occurring in other countries in Latin America. On the one hand, this seems to be a reaction to the globalization process: reassigning new roles to different government spheres within each country may have been seen as a way of facing the challenges ahead. On the other hand, decentralization seems to be associated to the democratization process and to the dissatisfaction with government policies: economic and social results have been generally disappointing considering the rates of growing unemployment, inequality and poverty. To a certain extent, decentralization may be seen as a way of bringing the search for solutions back to the people at the local level, where specificities in terms of resources and needs can be best dealt with.

Although decentralization was a desired trend in Argentina, it is not perceived as having been successfully accomplished because of the way it has been implemented. Firstly, the sharing of government responsibilities among federal, provincial and municipal levels was not defined for the country as a whole, but varied according to the provinces.
 Secondly, as most critics will agree, the changes that have taken place in Argentina in terms of the reorganization of the federal state have not balanced out responsibilities and resources adequately. Specifically, the transfer of operations to the municipal level was not in keeping with the transfer of funds to provide for them. Besides, municipalities were not equipped to deal with the new operations so that capacity building as well as institutional reinforcement was badly needed if the local level was to have a chance to succeed in meeting their new responsibilities. 

As a result of mobilization efforts, Aníbal Barreto, a sociologist and activist on local empowerment, founded RAMA (Red Argentina de Municípios Autosustentables) in 1996. It was a political alternative to the menemist-oriented official network in which all Argentinean municipalities participate. Barreto formed RAMA as a group of the recently elected “progressive” mayors, from both the justicialist (peronist) and the radical party. He wanted RAMA to serve as a forum for debate and as a basis for the institutional and technical strengthening of associated municipalities. By the time the project proposal was submitted to the IAF in 1998, RAMA was an informal network – never having attained legal status – of 35 mayors, one of whom assumed the Presidency under a rotation system.
 In 1998, RAMA’s president was Hector Ocampo, Reconquista’s mayor. Reconquista and Rivadavia were key municipalities within RAMA: because of the involvement and commitment of their mayors, they had been chosen to be the basis for a pilot project on local development financed by the Argentinean federal government through its Secretariat for Social Development in 1997.  

The pilot project within the scope of the Programa de Fortalecimiento de la Sociedad Civil had limited means. According to Sebastian Terrero, who worked with RAMA in this project, the funds financed a series of “two or three seminars in each of these two municipalities”, which were led by himself and Barreto. These were aimed at municipal workers and were concerned with “the methodology that was later proposed in the IAF project.” Thus, although the project in Reconquista and Rivadavia had very limited means, scope and complexity, it became the basis for the proposal submitted to the IAF in 1998.  From RAMA’s point of view, the IAF grant may have been seen as an opportunity to enlarge its field of action significantly: up to then, its main activity had been to promote meetings – seven meetings in two years - with the participation of mayors and their staff, local representatives, as well as enterprises, NGOs and research institutions so as to focus on local development. Reportedly, the participating municipalities financed the activity since RAMA did not have a budget of its own.
 

2. The Proposal 

The proposal we refer to here is reportedly the second one. The Program for Municipal Strengthening and Development in Argentina (Programa de Fortalecimiento y Desarrollo Municipal en la Argentina) is presented in an IAF form in June 1998. It is supposed to complete as well as to update the information that had already been provided in the preliminary proposal, which was accepted by the IAF in the first round of the selective process. From the beginning an special aspect calls the reader`s attention: the proposal is submitted jointly by RAMA and by the Consorcio Tecnico de Asesoramiento al Municipio, formed by three institutions: Centro de Estudios de Población (CENEP), Instituto Internacional de Medio Ambiente y Desarrollo - América Latina (IIED-AL) and Asociación Civil Nortesur (NORTESUR). Information, provided with the same detail and emphasis for the four institutions, concerns their institutional background as well their technical experience.  Table 1 below systematizes some basic information on the four institutions involved. 

Reportedly, it was Sebastian Terrero’s idea to submit a proposal to the IAF, which was making a public call for projects by early 1997. A social worker, he was then Nortesur’s technical director, in charge of coordinating the local development area within the small Nortesur and had been working with Barreto, from RAMA, in its Rivadavia-Reconquista project. Bringing IIED-AL and CENEP to join RAMA and Nortesur in formulating a joint project was certainly a means to give technical and institutional muscle to the proposal.   

Prior links between the four signatories were of different types. Nortesur rented its office space from CENEP, thus the two organizations had at least a neighbor and tenant/proprietor relationship. In what concerns IIED-AL, Adriana Clemente, IIED-LA director and project coordinator, had been Terrero’s college teacher and had already participated in the Resistencia-Rivadavia pilot project in answer to his invitation.
	Table 1

	Characteristics of the Four Partners in the AR-327 Project

	                    Instituitions                    Characteristics
	RAMA
	CENEP
	NORTESUR
	IIED-AL

	
	
	
	
	

	Foundation Date
	1996
	1974
	1994
	1988

	Legally Registered
	No
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	City / State
	Reconquista / Santa Fe
	Buenos Aires /                Buenos Aires
	Buenos Aires /                Buenos Aires
	Buenos Aires /                Buenos Aires

	Annual Budget (US$)
	-
	$ 679,400
	$ 150,000
	$ 787,500

	N. of Members
	*
	14
	12
	22

	Coverage 
	National
	National
	National
	International

	Type of Institution
	Informal network
	Non-profit
	Non-profit
	Non-profit

	Description 
	Voluntary Association        of Municipalities
	Private Research Center
	Service Sector NGO
	Private Research Center

	Area of Expertise
	Local Development                  Education and Training
	Education / Training                           Research in Demography
	Local Development                Business Management                     Training
	Social Programs               Local Development           Housing and Environment 

	Source: RAMA, Propuesta del Proyecto.
	
	
	

	* Red de 35 municípios.
	
	
	
	


It is noteworthy that the Consortium formed by the three NGOs (IIED-LA, Nortesur and CENEP) was informal and there was no intent that it should acquire legal status. It was just an arrangement for the sake of the IAF agreement. As a matter of fact, this Consortium has not been active in any other project at any other time.

The proposal, which was to be applied to four municipalities not mentioned in the document, described the project in four modules. According to Terrero, neither the number of municipalities (four), nor the number of modules (four), actually corresponded to a division of tasks among the four project participants, not even at the time the proposal was submitted. The elements of the proposal for each module are presented in four columns following an IAF form: beneficiaries, aims, foreseen results and verifiable indicators. Apparently, there was an effort on the part of the proponents to adapt the proposal originally written in text format to the required IAF form.  The result is odd in several aspects. The listing of beneficiaries appears as a simple statement, without clear functional links with the activities proposed. The expected results are mostly vague and the proposed indicators to evaluate their degree of attainment are not practical (see Box below). 

Activities and Expected Results as presented in the proposal – An Example

For each of the four modules that compose the scope of the proposal, the activities are described under the four topics contained in the IAF form. In relation to module IV, which refers to direct investment, the information provided is: 

Goal - "to provide assistance and funds for the development of innovative socio-economic initiatives having as basis concerted approach among different social agents."   

Direct Beneficiaries - "600 poor families"

Expected Results - "8 community development initiatives, co-financed by local governments, businessmen and OSCs".

Indicators - "After three years, families from 4 needy communities would have benefited from projects for local improvement based on the sanitation infrastructure and housing". 

This proposal was accepted by the IAF. Nevertheless, probably because the proposed indicators were deemed inadequate for monitoring and evaluation purposes, a two-day meeting was organized by the IAF in order to define the indicators that were to be made explicit in the annex to the grant agreement. This meeting took place with the participation of representatives from the four partners and the IAF.
 Soon after that, the grant agreement was signed. 
3. The Grant Agreement

The project submitted by RAMA and the Consortium became grant AR-327. Signed in September 1998, it was to last three years, i.e., until September 2001. It organizes the large set of activities originally proposed in modules. These activities may be regrouped as follows:

a) provide capacity building to improve local government

b) enhance information systems as a tool for local development

c) promote innovative socio-economic development initiatives at the local level, specially involving sanitation and housing 

d) disseminate successful experiences undertaken by the project to other municipalities

The value of the project amounted to US$ 935,390, of which US$ 394,490 (or 42%) corresponded to the IAF grant. As a matter of fact, the IAF share was reduced by 12% considering the amount originally requested in the proposal - US$ 444,490. Although the IAF cut down the amount allocated to the payment of wages and salaries (from US$223,000 in the proposal, to US$ 206,750), these expenses still corresponded to a 52% share of the total IAF grant. Table 2 shows how values and shares relative to each one of the participants evolved from the proposal to the grant agreement. "Grantee" refers to the four partners, while “Others” relates to the contribution from municipalities where the project was to be implemented, as well as those from the state and federal government.    

	Table 2

	Proposed, Agreed Upon and Actual Budget, by type of Contributor

	 
	IAF
	Grantee
	Others
	Total

	Proposal
	
	
	
	

	   in Kind
	-
	79,800
	216,800
	296,600

	   Cash
	444,490
	49,500
	144,800
	638,790

	   Total
	444,490
	129,300
	361,600
	935,390

	
	(47.5%)
	(13.8%)
	(38.7%)
	(100%)

	
	
	
	
	

	Agreement
	394,590
	129,300
	408,150
	932,040

	
	(42.3%)
	(13.9%)
	(43.8%)
	(100%)

	
	
	
	
	

	Incurred Expenses
	361,624
	2,718
	19,731
	384,073

	 
	(94.2%)
	(0.7%)
	(5.1%)
	(100%)

	Source: Propuesta del Proyecto, RAMA and Grant Agreement AR-327, IAF.


Three aspects concerning the grant agreement deserve special consideration.   

Firstly, the project was still to be implement jointly by RAMA and the tripartite Consortium, but Nortesur was nominated as the grantee, i.e., in legal terms, the one responsible for the terms of the agreement. 

Secondly, like the proposal, the agreement did not define the sharing of responsibilities in project execution, nor the participation of each one of the four organizations in providing counterpart resources and in using IAF funds. As a matter of fact, the agreement just ignored the critical question of project coordination and of who would assume technical leadership among the four organizations.

Thirdly, the four municipalities where the project was to be implemented were not specified. Thus, the project remained necessarily vague, both in defining activities and expected results. 

4. Project Implementation

The project was to be implemented in four municipalities chosen by RAMA. Had the chosen municipalities presented a certain similarity in terms of the degree of development or of local governance it would have certainly made project implementation easier. As it was, nowhere in the available documents were the criteria or reasons for the choice of the four municipalities presented. During the interviews with participants, they made it clear that Anibal Barreto, from RAMA, was the one who made the choices, reportedly based on having reached prior understanding with the mayors. The mayors were to be politically and technically interested and committed to the project proposal. Considering this commitment on the part of the mayors, two observations are in order.

Firstly, there was no formal commitment from the mayors, just an interest in a project that proposed to help in local administration. As a matter of fact, participating in the project meant accepting free consulting services and, if these seemed to lead to promising outcomes, using municipal funds for implementation of the proposals derived from the whole process. 
 

Secondly, keeping the mayor’s commitment alive proved to be no easy task. Table 3 below shows the change of selected municipalities that took place along the process of submitting and implementing the project. Political factors seemed to have played a central role. After local elections in 1999, only the mayor of Reconquista, which was also the president of RAMA, was re-elected, thus making project implementation there easier. In the other three municipalities, although the new mayors came from the same political parties,
 the change of staff created many difficulties for project implementation and, for practical purposes, much of what had been achieved the first year – especially concerning the seminars involving the mayor and the secretariat – was lost. In the case of Cañuelas, the problems were overwhelming and the municipality was excluded from the project in July 2000.  
	Table 3

	Selected Municipalities throughout the Process

	Municipality
	Preliminary Proposal
	Proposal
	Project

	
	
	1998
	1999
	2000-2003

	
	
	
	
	

	Reconquista
	X
	X
	X
	X

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	
	
	
	
	

	Rivadavia
	X
	X
	
	

	 Jujuy
	
	
	X
	X

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	
	
	
	
	

	Bariloche
	X
	
	
	

	 Cañuelas
	
	X
	X
	

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	
	
	
	
	

	San Francisco
	X
	X
	
	

	 Gualeguaychu
	
	
	X
	X


	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Sources: Interviews; RAMA, Propuesta del Proyecto; Informe de Cierre. 


By means of Amendment #1 dated October 2001, the IAF authorized the project to go ahead in the other three municipalities. The remaining funds to be applied in Cañuelas were re-directed to the other municipalities. It is noteworthy that this first Amendment came out when the project was about to close down. Thus, besides the exclusion of Cañuelas, it authorized the continuation of the project for an additional year, until October 2002.

Considering the complexity of the project, it seems that selecting municipalities having the same "degree of local development" and/or "degree of local governance" would have made it easier to advance towards concrete proposals, which would still have to fit specific local characteristics and needs.  

More importantly, the timing for presenting the proposal to the IAF and initiating project implementation was ill defined. Given the importance of the partnerships with the municipalities, the three-year project should have been implemented within the mayors’ four-year term in office. Thus, realistically, the municipalities should have been selected in 2000 – the first year of the four-year local tenure - so that project implementation would last until mid 2003. As a matter of fact, after the two amendments that authorized postponements, the closing date almost came to that (the project closed at the end of February 2003).  

Last, but not least, when selecting the municipalities, it seems that there was no concern for logistics and for the resulting costs, although this constituted a crucial aspect: Argentina is a large country and the institutions involved in the project were all headquartered in Buenos Aires (See Map). In point of fact, only Cañuelas is easily accessible from Buenos Aires. Reconquista is 800km from Buenos Aires. Also, when RAMA decided to replace Rivadavia, the choice was not a municipality, but a network of very small localities in the province of Jujuy, 1730 km away from Buenos Aires. Distance was an obvious difficulty for project implementation, since dislocation of consultants from one place to another had to be done sparingly, and after careful planning. Most of the guidance given to those in the municipalities in charge of implementing programs within the scope of the project had to be done from a distance. Distance and resulting impacts in terms of cost were also a problem for IAF monitoring.

 

By mid 2001 Nortesur had presented five bi-annual reports, which described the activities undertaken within the scope of the project. Reportedly, a text listing the activities was sent to the IAF on each occasion along with the GDF and the financial reports. Nevertheless, only the description of activities is available.
 The following comments are based on these five initial reports and additional information from different sources, including the field interviews, as well as on the final report presented by the grantee. 

Although nowhere in the proposal or in the agreement was there a formal allocation of tasks among the four participants, it is obvious that a division of tasks did exist.  

Module 1 

Train and consolidate Municipal Planning Teams that are to assume the tasks of local diagnosis, formulation and execution of programs, after rounds of consultation with the local community 

This task relates to the origin of RAMA as an alternative group of mayors. Thus, it was the one assumed directly by RAMA in the person of Aníbal Barreto, as well by Nortesur with Terrero, both especially dedicated to capacity building in local administration.   

In the first six months of project implementation, activities involving the municipalities seem to have been limited to four one-day seminars (three in Cañuelas and one in Reconquista). From the reports, the same emphasis seems to have characterized the next six months, since most of the report is formed by a detailed description of these seminars, in terms of both the content presented by RAMA or Nortesur and the local reaction to it. In the second semester, four seminars were organized in Cañuelas, which took five days on the whole, as well as two seminars in Gualeguaychu (3 days in total). During these seminars - meetings with the mayor's staff, sometimes with an enlarged audience that reached at most 25 people - there were presentations on local planning by Sebastian Terrero or Anibal Barreto, followed by discussions on specific local problems.

Several of these seminars took place throughout project implementation, but from 2000 onwards, they were totally taken over by Nortesur, as RAMA had retired from the project.

It is not clear what happened, but there were strong disagreements among the four participants, probably in a more obvious way between Barreto (RAMA) and Terrero (Nortesur). There were certainly clashes due to the philosophy of the project, but Anibal Barreto was probably dissatisfied at not being able to conduct the project his way, as he may have anticipated. The rupture was formalized after Barreto, without consulting the other three partners in the project or the municipalities involved
, wrote a letter to the IAF suggesting the project be suspended.  

Concerning the departure of RAMA from the project, two observations should be made. 

Firstly, nowhere in the project reports is this fact mentioned. What did occur was that RAMA no longer appeared as a signatory in the heading of the fourth bi-annual report.
 This suggests that whether or not it participated in the execution of the project made no difference at all, although the project was only half way through its original term at that point.

Secondly, when asked about how the tasks and resources, originally attributed to RAMA, were re-distributed among the remaining partners, Terrero was clear and straightforward: Barreto had already been given his part in the project. 
 

Module 2

Train municipal employees and local leaders on the generation, organization and use of statistical data for diagnosis and for designing local development programs. 

This was CENEP’s contribution to the project. It implied using its experience with population studies and demographic surveys to enhance the understanding of the importance of basing social programs on concrete empirical evidence. Reference to activities of this module in the municipalities began to be reported in the second year.
 There were plans for household surveys in three municipalities (Reconquista, Gualeguaychu and Cañuelas).  

The household sample survey in Reconquista took place for the first time in October 2000 (820 out of 16,722 households) involving collaboration with the local government and with the regional statistical office, and was repeated in 2001 and 2002, according to the final report. This represents a remarkable accomplishment, since it involves a wide array of activities requiring specialized personnel and knowledge (housing count, sampling, elaboration of questionnaires, training of interviewers, processing the data). 

A Local Socio-Economic Survey

An annual national household sample survey is today recognized as a basic tool within the scope of national statistical systems.  In Argentina, as in most countries, this survey - the Encuesta Permanente de Hogares (EPH) - does not provide information at the municipal level, except in the case of the largest municipalities. As a matter of fact, this is a realistic choice since providing information for approximately 2,200 Argentinean municipalities would make the survey too expensive, as well as incompatible with the priorities of an annual national survey.  

Within the scope of project AR-327, CENEP was in charge of the statistical module. It opted to provide technical expertise to implement the EPH in Reconquista and Gualeguaychu, so as to allow information investigated nationally to be obtained at the local level. CENEP was responsible for household sampling, as well as for all the steps in implementing the survey on a current basis, from the training of enumerators to the processing of collected data.  

In Reconquista, the survey took place in 2001 for the first time, and has been implemented each year since then. Presently, they are close to applying the fifth survey in the series. In Gualeguaychu, the survey took place in 2002.  However, when the new mayor took office, the project was discontinued, although CENEP continues to provide technical assistance to the municipality.   

After Project AR-327 was concluded, the good results obtained in Reconquista, as well as the permanent technical collaboration between CENEP and the regional statistical agencies made possible the implementation of the local survey in another municipaliy, San Fernando (population: 160 thousand). Thus, implementing the local survey in Reconquista within the scope of the AR-327 served as a pilot project for improving the statistical database - a precious tool for planning - in other Argentinean municipalities.    

For a more restricted area inside Reconquista, the low-income neighborhood of Carmen Luisa, CENEP organized a population census (567 households). It was based at the Local Health Center, thus emphasizing health issues.
 Although the basis for choosing this area and the characteristics of the survey are not presented in the available reports. The fact that the reports did not mention this survey as being the result of local diagnoses designed to identify which area or issue was critical, nor of the priorities perceived during the activities of Module 1, which was centered round public administration and local planning, is a good example of the failure of the project to articulate and report its activities. Also, activities centered round the control and follow-up of underweight children are poorly reported both in what concerned the beneficiaries and in the links these activities held to local diagnosis and data collection.
   

In Gualeguaychu, CENEP intervention also led to a neighborhood census,
 which in this case was focused on housing conditions. Its objective was to obtain information on the population in the areas where urban renewal and housing improvement were to take place. In this case, CENEP promoted the link between the survey and the “investment project” (see Module 4 below) proposed for Gualeguaychu. 

In both municipalities CENEP provided capacity building at all levels as well as assistance for establishing statistical units within the local administration (Gualeguaychu) and/or creating local documentation centers.

Module 3

Develop capacity building activities for local employees and provide basic training in specific themes (income generation, literacy and housing) for the low-income population 

This module encompassed two different types of capacity building activities, aimed at municipal employees and at the low-income population. The proposal referred explicitly to capacity building for income generation for community leaders, urban improvement, literacy courses for women and “participatory” budget. It also mentioned the creation of at least two new programs in answer to the needs of poor female heads of household, of which there is no evidence of implementation. 

Most of the activities within the scope of this module were developed by Nortesur and IIED, although CENEP provided all training activities related to the setting up and use of data from the surveys implemented under its guidance.  

Nortesur gave seminars on technical assistance and micro-credit directly to the final users or indirectly to trainers. In Jujuy, for instance, technicians from the local cooperative attended a course on how to establish a micro-credit program aimed at financing housing improvement for its associates. In Reconquista, Nortesur provided assistance for the local team to conceive a capacity building project aimed at micro-entrepreneurs.  

Nortesur
 was involved in promoting literacy in Tilcara and Maimará, both in the province of Jujuy. This entailed their preparing the basic materials, as well as selecting and training seven local women, mostly at distance. According to available documents, two of these became the teachers of the two groups composed of adult rural women for the literacy classes. Graciela Gallo declared that four groups of 25 women each were formed. 

Module 4
Provide technical assistance and co-finance an innovative socio-economic project involving joint efforts by government, civil society and the business

Unlike most activities in the previous three modules, the ones in Module 4 would necessarily evolve to investments in specific projects, which, according to the agreement, were to be innovative in socio-economic terms. By mid 2001, i.e., when almost three years had passed since the beginning of the project, not much have been done in terms of defining and advancing towards the implementation of investment projects.  At this time, the bi-annual report mentioned the project for the Reconquista Harbor Area in vague terms. There was only agreement on the selection of the neighborhood and on the need to put together the information for a diagnosis.

During my visit to Nortesur in August 2005, Terrero declared that the two investment projects implemented within the scope of the project were: 

a) renewal of the Harbor Area in Reconquista - it involved improving the urban infrastructure and capacity building to allow for subsequent housing improvements. IIED was in charge of this project.  

b) construction of a Training Center in Jujuy – it is a small, one-story building. Today it is run by the local cooperative, but may be used by other organizations, governmental or otherwise.  

These two investment projects are not mentioned as such in the bi-annual reports, not even in the final report. As a matter of fact, the final report presented by the grantee abandoned the organization of activities according to modules and municipalities, which had been used before. It stands to reason, since none of these projects seem to be innovative in any way, unlike the eight that were to be promoted according to the proposal. 

According to Adriana Clemente from IIED-LA, three other investment projects were implemented within the scope of the project, although not mentioned as such in the reports:

a) Establishing communication systems in three locations in Jujuy (Pampichuela, 380 residents; Santa Ana, 850 residents; Caspalá, 450 residents). These are poor isolated communities, with precarious access by dirt roads that get blocked during the rainy season. Prior to project AR-327, they depended solely on the Police radio for telecommunication. Since the Police Station does not operate round the clock, it was not a dependable service in the case of emergencies. Also, the service was not available for commonplace and trivial matters, though these are also necessary uses for the communities. The project financed the acquisition of a radio system, greatly improving the quality of life of the local population.  

b) Improving the pavement of streets and some of the houses in the neighborhood of Yapeju, in Gualeguaychu. The use of funds from AR-327 took place within the scope of the PRODIVA, a program for urban improvement in selected neighborhoods.  

c) Establishing a Documentation Center in Reconquista - The project financed part of the costs, paying for the acquisition of computers.   

The project budget had allocated US$ 266,000 (of which 90,000 from IAF funds, representing 23% of the total grant, and the remaining US$ 176,000 from governmental agencies in each of the municipalities) for investment in these non-specified innovative projects. Since they were not specified in the proposal, they were probably to be spotted during project implementation. 

Funds from the IAF used for investments are reported to have attained US$94,445, associated to expenditures in the last three years of project implementation (2001-2003)
. Nevertheless, it was impossible to know the relative importance of each one of these investment projects, as well as the contribution of government funds for each one of them. However, considering that the total government counterpart finally amounted to only US$ 19,731
 (thus 4.8% of the amount of US$ 408.150 originally foreseen in the grant agreement), it is obvious that these projects were paid mostly through IAF funds.  

Also, the fact that there is not an adequate description or analysis of these projects makes it impossible to consider their impact on beneficiary communities. Except for the communications project, which benefits the whole population, there is no information available that can identify the impacts and the beneficiaries of the other investment projects implemented within the scope of AR-327. 

Finally it is important to note that the project had problems since the outset. The initial activities were those in Module I, ascribed to RAMA and Nortesur, which seem not to have been integrated to activities initiated later and run by the other partners. This may have been partly due to the change in mayors. By mid 2000 project implementation is perceived as “fragmented”, “without articulation” among the executors.
 Despite recommendations for project restructuring, it seems that it maintained the same undesirable characteristics until the agreement drew to a close early in 2003.    

5. Results

5.1 Activities and the Reporting of Results 

It is hard to evaluate project results because of the ostensive lack of coordination that characterized its implementation. There is piecemeal evidence that a wide array of activities did take place, but, in most cases, it was on the strength of individual initiatives of the partners. After the initial phase when Nortesur and RAMA gave lectures on local development and planning, IIED and CENEP developed activities in their areas of expertise that could fit the interest and needs of the municipalities. In this way, each researcher/technician followed his own plans and restrictions inside a shared budget in which each partner could make use of approximately one fourth of the total grant.  

Some of the activities that took place were not necessarily mentioned, much less described, in the available documents. A basic reason for this was the absence of coordination. At the beginning of project implementation, Terrero, from Nortesur, was in charge of elaborating the reports on the basis of the information provided by each partner on the activities that had been developed during the period. When Terrero moved to Bariloche in mid-2000, Graciela Gallo assumed the task, but soon afterwards she herself left for Patagonia.
 From then on, reports were elaborated on a rotating basis, with obvious impact on the coverage of activities and on the emphasis given to each one.  

Precarious reporting is also explained by the fact that, for the two more experienced partners, this project played a marginal role in their agenda and in their budget. As a matter of fact, for the senior participants from IIED and CENEP, the project ended up not providing adequate pay considering the time and work it demanded. Nevertheless, in hindsight, it seems that they could have anticipated the problems of project implementation given the loose institutional/political arrangement on which the project was based. 

A good example of poor reporting is the survey that took place in the neighborhood of Carmen Luiza, in Reconquista. According to the proposal, CENEP was also in charge of the attempt to link the use of information by local employees and medical personnel to the direct benefit given to poor families. 

As a matter of fact the reports do not give any clues as to what has been done and how the new data, or the new organization of available data, has helped health practitioners gain efficiency in their everyday tasks. However, Terrero did mention having heard that the systematization of morbidity data led to the conclusion that the water being distributed in a given area of Reconquista was contaminated.  

If this did occur, it would have been a perfect example of the desirable result of this module: on the one hand, it would have consolidated the capacity building component, since it made plain to the local employees involved the importance of keeping health records and using them for diagnosis and follow-up; on the other hand, it certainly would have helped the families that were being penalized by the distribution of unsafe water.

In other cases, scarce information on results leads one to conclude that results were insufficient. That is the case of the literacy program organized in Jujuy. The report does not include the number of women that enlisted for classes, or the rate of success in achieving literacy for some of them. Nevertheless, it is reported that there was rotation within the group and that many women had difficulties in attending classes. Also, there is no information on the maintenance of the activity or at least of the groups of women that might still be mobilized around a common interest (literacy or other).

The larger “investment project” in the Harbor neighborhood in Reconquista is plagued by the same lack of clear-cut evidence of what was actually accomplished as a result of the project. The grantee’s final report mentions that 50% of the families improved their living conditions, although it does not inform the number of families or what those improvements were.
 It is especially noteworthy that we do not know how the collaboration between local government and the partners really evolved. 

In the case of urban improvements, for instance, would they have taken place anyway on a smaller scale without Project AR-327? How much of the projects in the Harbor Area in Reconquista, or in the Yapeju neighborhood in Gualeguaychu, would have been implemented without the AR-327? How much was invested from the project and how much from the municipality? When the reports refer to activities accomplished within the scope of the project, it is not clear to what extent they were motivated by the project and would not have taken place otherwise. 

Information on certain activities and results were obtained from other sources, i.e., they are practically not mentioned in the available documents. For instance, Schonfeld (2003) reports that the one-day seminar in Reconquista in 2000 that brought together the mayor, his secretariat and leaders from the neighborhoods evolved to the creation of the twelve neighborhood counsels. In 2002, this model of citizen organization for participating and interacting with local government had spread to 21 neighborhoods in Reconquista. Although an obviously successful outcome, the organization of the consejos barriales in Reconquista was a particular case: its implementation was viable because it benefited from the initiative and support given by the mayor. Implementation of such a model from a grassroots movement initiative would certainly face more difficulties and a much longer maturation period before it became operational in a typical municipality.   

Reports covered activities in different municipalities unequally, with obvious emphasis on those in Reconquista. As mentioned above, there were flaws in the coverage of the reports, but it is consensual among the participants that much more was attained in Reconquista, probably because of the mayor’s support and involvement.
 Not only could activities be organized, but there was also a counterpart involvement from the municipality, as well as from other government agencies. The household survey is a good example of this successful partnership. 

On the other hand, in the municipality of Gualeguaychu the project did not evolve as expected due to various delays and, compared to Reconquista, the project there had a late start. From the viewpoint of CENEP, difficulties in advancing the implementation of the survey showed the lack of interest in the project.
 For the IIED, the work in Gualeguaychu within the scope of the project was successful and opened up a channel for collaboration between NGOs and local government. According to Adriana Clemente, the contribution of Anibal Barreto and RAMA to the project was essential in opening the way to collaboration between local government and NGOs, a partnership that still seems to be unusual in Argentina.
 

Activities originally proposed in different modules and by different partners could be seen in a complementary way. For instance, the activity CENEP engaged in of fostering the generation, organization and use of statistical data certainly relates to local diagnosis and urban planning as dealt with in Module 1. However, it seems that the activities engendered by different partners were not conducted in a complementary or integrated way, and this became transparent both from the reports and from the interviews. 

5.2 Results in terms of the GDF 

Indicators to be reported on a bi-annual basis were selected during a meeting where the project partners, as well as the representatives from the IAF were present. The ten indicators are specified in Appendix D of the Grant Agreement: 

a) Satisfaction of Basic Needs/Improved Access to Basic Services (Indicator 1.1) 

b) Changes in Quality of Life (Indicator 1.2)

d) Acquisition of Knowledge and Skills (Indicator 2.1)

e) Planning Capacity (Indicator 9.1)

f) Brokering of Resources (Indicator 11.3)

g) Relationship with Partner Organizations (Indicator 12.3)

h) Internal Accountability (Indicator 14.1)

i) Participation (Indicator 14.2)

j) Replication (Indicator 19.1)

k) Dissemination (Indicator 19.2)

It seems that filling out the GDF reports was considered to be a complex and heavy task by the grantee. They argued that at the time the project was launched the GDF indicators had just been adopted by the IAF and that the requirements for filling out the tables were quite tough. 

The mere selection and listing of the above indicators in the grant document does not seem to be sufficient basis for agreeing on what is to be reported. Nevertheless, it was impossible at that preliminary stage to define a few indicators narrowly, since the very goals of the project were themselves defined only in very broad and vague lines.  

Nevertheless, advancing towards some degree precision was possible. The project was clearly centered on improving public administration at the local level, so that establishing a dichotomy in capacity building activities considering separately those aimed at public servants and at the final beneficiaries should have been considered from the start.  Later on, in preparing the reports, it was useless to maintain the breakdown of training as the one proposed in the original GDF tables. However, having as basis the way the project evolved, it would have been useful to distinguish at least four types of training:

a) aimed at public servants 

    a.1) administration and local planning 

    a.2) surveys and documentation 

b) final beneficiaries 

    b.1) productive activities (micro-credit, management, new crafts, etc.)

    b.2) quality of life (literacy courses, health information, etc)

In relation to the capacity building activities, it is clearly insufficient to report the number of trainees without referring to the number of hours of training, for instance. Also, it is essential to provide a measure of results attained. In the GDF this appears as a separate indicator, which is not as easy to report as the number of trainees.  In the case of AR-327, even the easiest capacity building indicators seem not to have been reported: although the literacy activity is given considerable emphasis, neither the number of women who enlisted for literacy classes is given, nor the number of those who were actually able to read and write at the end of the training program, nor how long the program lasted. With regard to the training of public servants, in the long run, the continual use or not of the new procedures (for instance, participatory budget) and of the new activities (for instance, the annual sample survey) would show how effective training had been in promoting desirable permanent changes.  However, how could the result of training public servants be evaluated in the short run? 

Observations below indicate some of the problems related to the reporting of indicators within the scope of project AR-327:

- only 4 of the 12 proposed and agreed upon indicators are reported in A. The emphasis is given to the capacity building indicator, which is presented in quite a detailed way, i.e., identifying the number of trainees, both by type of activity and by municipality. All trainees were civil servants or community leaders. Despite the question on evaluating the effectiveness of the training mentioned above, the information presented by activity and municipality seem to have been a good solution given the obvious fragmentation of the project both in terms of responsibility for the activities and areas of project implementation. Nevertheless, this detailed model of reporting was abandoned in B. It is worth highlighting that the information presented made it obvious that, by the end of the first year, the activities implemented were practically limited to those of module 1, which involved Nortesur and RAMA. Without a schedule of planned activities, it could not be characterized that the project had a late start in some of its activities, as became obvious by mid 2000.
  

- it is noteworthy that report A does not include indicators 1.1 and 1.2, which refer to changes in the quality of life of beneficiaries. As a matter of fact, during the first year and probably in the second, there were no relevant activities directly aimed at final beneficiaries. 

- B is reported in a new form, different from that of A. The list of indicators is changed and Nortesur decided to report indicators that were not originally selected. 13 indicators were reported in B, i.e., even additional indicators were included despite their obvious irrelevance within the scope of the project (for instance, job creation).

- the information on the satisfaction of basic needs does not reflect the specificities of the project because there was an obvious attempt to fill out the prescribed IAF table, without changing the captions to fit the actual activities developed within the project. For instance, there are 35 individuals reported to have improved their diets. Who are they? Are they young children in Carmen Luiza? Why and how were their diets improved? The same restriction applies to the number of those benefiting from improved medical care (1400) and from the water supply network (72). 

- Report B is carefully elaborated in the sense that the results presented in the tables are generally well explained in the notes. Nevertheless, the indicators are not helpful either for project follow-up or to characterize the rate of progress of the proposed activities. 

- Defining indicators narrowly and specifically according to activities foreseen within the scope of the project and presenting them in tables that contain the numbers reported previously is essential in using the indicators as a tool for monitoring. In the case of Nortesur, indicators referring to capacity building, to surveys and use of data, as well as to each one of the so-called “investment projects” reported every six months would probably have been sufficient for this purpose. 

Summing up, a wide range of activities took place during the project and each one of the researchers involved has a lot to report about his experiences. Nevertheless, the lack of systematized information certainly obscures the positive aspects of the project. 

6. Lessons Learned

6.1 A Simple, Well-Defined Project is a Must 

The Nortesur project was a complex project in different aspects. Firstly, it involved too many tasks that were proposed more to fit the abilities and competence of the partners, than to assure they were matched up in such a way as to best improve local administration, and indirectly, the living conditions of the population. Secondly, it involved four "equally important" participants, each one having his separate interests, with the joint project playing but a marginal role among them. This made coordination an impossible task, since each one took care of his part of the project, without paying much attention to the project as a whole. Thirdly, it was too much to expect that the project be implemented in four municipalities: a single one would have made the project more manageable in terms of both its political and technical aspects. 

6.2 Having Several Partners Requires a Coordinator  

The budget foresaw US$ 15,000 to cover the costs of coordination, which, from the start, was considered insufficient by Terrero. He was the one who, reportedly, at least until mid-2000,
 assumed the administrative tasks that came closer to those belonging to a coordinator: receiving the documents and materials from the partners and producing the reports.

As a matter of fact, the lack of technical coordination, which was obviously the most critical drawback to the project, does not seem to have derived from insufficient funds - since there was a large provision for professional services in the budget -, but from the informal institutional arrangement based on joint decision-making by the four partners. In reality, Nortesur, the individual formal grantee – an IAF requirement -, was not considered by the other partners to be the project coordinator. This arrangement, which could be perceived as impractical from the beginning, actually proved so: the already complex project lacked an acknowledged coordination with not only technical and political seniority, but also with time to dedicate to the project.  

6.3 Conceiving Reasonable Logistics and Costs

The project was to be applied to four municipalities within the larger Argentinean territory, but there seems to have been no concern for logistics in this selection: the budget and the provision for travel costs were established prior to the selection of municipalities, as if distance between them, as well as between Buenos Aires and each one of the others, were an unimportant matter. All four partners were headquartered in Buenos Aires, so that directing projects in four different locations and, especially, traveling to distant Reconquista and Jujuy implied significant direct and indirect costs. The same difficulties and costs applied to the IAF follow-up and monitoring.      

Today it is obvious that the project should have been implemented in a single municipality, as close to Buenos Aires as possible. Nevertheless, even if a single municipality were to be chosen by the partners, it would have probably been Reconquista, whose mayor was the president of RAMA at the time of the project. Even this more restricted choice would still make it inefficient for the technical personnel to be headquartered in Buenos Aires rather than in or close to the location itself.  

6.4 Coordinating the Election Schedule and Project Implementation 
Project implementation depended on the interest and direct participation of the municipalities. It was essential that the participating mayors motivate civil servants so as to change their way of running the local administration and of providing public services, at least in the areas the project would ensue, i.e. public administration, statistics and documentation, and urban planning. The fact that the three-year project started up in January 1999 and that local elections took place at the end of 1999 necessarily caused delays and interferences due to political campaigning and change of mayors. Thus, whenever government is to be an important project counterpart, the political schedule must be explicitly taken into account. 

6.5 A Sensible Selection of Practical Indicators

Although indicators from the GDF were selected, they could not be specified in a practical way, because even the project itself was defined in very general and broad terms. It is not enough to agree on the set of indicators at the outset; the indicators have to be presented and used both by the grantee and the IAF as a tool for monitoring the project. They should indicate whenever the project is not progressing as expected, so that the necessary changes can be made in a timely fashion. 

6.6 A Schedule is Helpful for Project Follow-Up 

Not only was it a complex project in many aspects, there was also no timetable serving as basis to indicate to what extent the project was advancing at the expected rate; or whether the partners were taking advantage of their complementary abilities, which, as a matter of fact, seem to be the sole reason for accepting so many executors in the same project.  A schedule would have helped to indicate in a tangible way the delays identified in mid-2000, forcing a concrete rearrangement of goals and advancement of foreseen activities before a new disbursement was made. 

6.7 Poor Reporting Underestimates Whatever Has Been Achieved

Inadequate indicators and incomplete documentation referring to project execution necessarily lead to an incomplete perception of whatever has been achieved by the project. Information gathered from the interviews and from publications outside the scope of the project allowed us to know about activities that were barely mentioned or not mentioned at all in the official documents. Even the final report put out by the grantee is remiss, though it should, in the interest of the partners/grantee, be careful to systematize the activities performed and the results obtained.
 Testimony from participants, as well as articles published by them referring to specific programs within the scope of the project helps to paint a broader picture of project execution. Nevertheless, these cannot replace “official” data and documentation in providing a comprehensive view and the point of departure for a sensible assessment of the project.  

6.8 An Adequate Solution to Deal with “Windfall” Funds  

When the devaluation of the peso took place at the beginning of 2002, there was not much funds left to be disbursed, but their value tripled overnight. It was agreed between the grantee and the IAF representative
 that these unexpected additional resources were to be allocated to expenditure items related to “investment projects.” This clearly benefited the population in the areas where urban renewal was taking placing, without redirecting more IAF funding for the payment of professional services.     

6.9 The Contribution of Experienced Partners

Both CENEP and IIED-LA are traditional, experienced and solid research institutions in Argentina. Despite the lack of project coordination, they developed their tasks independently, generating important permanent changes in the municipalities in terms of improving, on the one hand, the statistical system and, on the other hand, urban planning. The fact that they were in charge of half of the technical tasks initially planned allowed for obtaining concrete and permanent positive changes derived from the project.  

7 Conclusion 

Three aspects are worth emphasizing in relation to AR-327.

Concerning project design:

This project presented several drawbacks in terms of its design that should be avoided in the future. Firstly, a partnership in execution may be considered only when there is strong and unequivocal leadership and project coordination. Secondly, proposed activities and goals are to refer to a well-defined place and situation, i.e., the project is to be conceived so as to refer to specific characteristics of the place where it is to be implemented. Thirdly, the project should apply to one area, which is to be easily accessible by those in charge of implementing the project.   

Concerning its impacts: 

Most project impacts are not documented due to serious deficiencies in monitoring, reporting and project coordination. Nevertheless, there is piecemeal evidence that many of the planned activities took place, from which positive results have been derived. It is worth highlighting among these:  the formation of neighborhood counsels in Reconquista; the implementation of neighborhood census in Gualeguaychu and Reconquista; the implementation on a regular annual basis of the household survey in Reconquista; the installation of a radio system in Jujuy; support for renewal of the harbor area in Reconquista; improvements in housing and sanitation in the neighborhood of Yapeju, in Gualeguaychu; improvements in the quality of medical services in the Carmen Luiza health center, in Reconquista.      

Concerning sustainability aspects: 

The project seems to have broadened the road to collaboration between NGOs and local government, which was, and still is, relatively unusual in Argentina. This effect results from the observable positive effects of some of the initiatives within the scope of the project.  For the fifth year in a row, Reconquista is applying the annual household survey, which implies that there has been effective technical transfer both for making the survey and processing its results. Also, the use of data for local planning purposes has been incorporated into the everyday life of the municipality, which constitutes a significant political and managerial advancement. The Consejos Barriales are active and have become an important tool for communication between communities and elected officials, leading to permanent changes in the way decision-making takes place in Reconquista.  Improvements in housing, sanitation, medical services and radio communications has affected positively and permanently the quality of life of the project’s intended beneficiaries. 
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� Rama, 1998, page 20.


� RAMA never evolved to formal status, and was dismantled sometime around 2000/2001 (none of the interviewers were able to establish the date RAMA was terminated).


� “Las actividades de la Red se financian con aportes modestos que realizan sus municipios miembros en general (cuotas mensuales) y los aportes que los municipios sedes de los Encuentros asumen en cada evento” (Rama, 1998, p.3). 


� Propuesta del Proyecto, 1998. 


� According to Sebastian Terrero, from Nortesur, besides himself, the other participants were: Adriana Clemente, from IIED-LA; Alfredo Lattes and Martin Moreno, from CENEP; Anibal Barreto, from RAMA; Oscar Griggio and another representative from the IAF.


� Exception is to be made to the two so-called investment projects that were financed by IAF funds. This will be discussed below in relation to Module IV. 


� In Qualeguaychu and Jujuy the new mayors were from the Justicialist Party, as were their predecessors. In Cañuelas, the new mayor was from the Radical Party as the previous one.   


� Not all areas were visited and monitoring visits did not take place every six months according to the IAF norm. Aída Arango visited Reconquista in March 2001 and Dora Celton one year later. Dora Celton also went to Jujuy in 2003, after the project closed down. The fact that two data verifiers and at least four country representatives were involved with the project was certainly an additional complication.    


� In Bariloche, where Nortesur is now headquartered, no other reports are available. Sebastian Terrero, who is now working out of the Bariloche office, suggested that Claudio Lesnichesky, who worked with Nortesur at the time of AR-327 and is now with IIED-LA in Buenos Aires, might have the files, but in fact he doesn’t. I could only obtain a copy of the GDF covering the period from April to December 2001, provided by Adriana Clemente. She does not keep the complete set of project files (nobody does), but she had this report because, due to the rotation system, she was the one in charge of elaborating it based on the documents provided by the other project partners.      


� Reports 1 (from October 1998 to March 1999) and 2 (April 1999 and September 1999). 


� Not even Ocampo, then mayor of Reconquista and president of RAMA, had been informed of the letter beforehand. 


� The fourth report refers to the April to September 2000 period. 


� “...ya había cobrado su parte.”


� Activities associated to this module are mentioned for the first time in the third report covering the period October 1999 to March 2000. 


� Sebastian Terrero provided this information, but no details were given on the emphasis or objective of the survey in the different project reports. 


� Alfredo Lattes presented many elements on how successful the tasks accomplished by CENEP were in Carmen Luiza (the specific neighborhood) and in Reconquista (the municipal area), in improving both health conditions and the statistical system. Still, the information revealed a perfectly independent subproject, entirely within the responsibility of CENEP.    


� Censo de Población y Vivienda in Yapeyú, Esperanza, Trinidad, corresponding to around 200 households.  


� Graciela Gallo, then Nortesur’s president, was directly in charge of this activity.  


� Report n. 5, July 2001.


� Audit Report, 2004.


� Audit Report, 2004.


� Hasta el momento el Proyecto se viene implementando en forma fragmentada sobre la base de los distintos módulos, cada uno de ellos a cargo de alguna de las ONGs integrantes del Consorcio y la articulación entre ellas es escasa y a todas luces deficiente (Arango  and  Grillo, Recommendations, June 2000). 


� She lives in Chubut, where she now works for the local government. 


� An article published by Graciela Gallo on this experiment does not contain this crucial information either (Gallo, 2003). Gallo told me that 87 women attained the objectives and the activity was discontinued.    


� A final report by the IAF data verifier is not available for this project.  


� One should recall that Hector Ocampo, Reconquista`s mayor for the second term, was also RAMA’s president at the time the project was proposed and implemented. 


� “siempre con demoras injustificadas e inasistencias de las contrapartes”, is the way CENEP reported on the difficulties of establishing a local statistical unit and documentation center. Nortesur, July 2001. 


� After the project was concluded, IIED continued to provide technical assistance to Gualeguaychu.  





� These observations are solely based on the two GDF reports available, filled out and submitted by the grantee to the IAF. One refers to the first year of project implementation (1999), which we will call A and the other to the period from April to December 2001, herein denominated B. 


� In June 2000, Arango and Grillo appropriately recommended the reduction of activities and of the number of areas of project implementation.  


� When Terrero moved to Bariloche.  


� That is the case of the communication network in Jujuy, much emphasized as a successful program by the IIED. Nevertheless, there is not a single mention to this project in the available project documentation, it being solely referred to in half a line of the obviously “hasty” final report (None of the project coordinators from the three remaining partners participated in its elaboration. A consultant was hired for this task).    


� Audra Jones, who was the country representative in this final phase.   
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