

IAF_NC233



FGV_Impact Report




SUSTAINABLE DEVELOMENT OF 800 FAMILIES DAMAGED BY HURRICANE MITCH IN VILLA EL CARMEN, MANAGUA

PROJECT NC 233

 Tereza Coni Aguiar 

Project Coordinator: Marcelo Neri

Centro de Políticas Sociais - www.
January 2006
INDEX








Page

	1.
	BACKGROUND
	4

	1.a.
	Project Description
	4

	1.b.
	Project Área
	5

	1.c.
	THE GRANTEE - FORG
	5

	2.
	IMPLEMENTATION
	6

	2.1.
	Implementation Features
	6

	2.2.
	Constraints of the project
	6

	2.2.1.
	Natural Disaster: Hurricane Mitch and Drought
	6

	2.2.2.
	Political, Economic and Social Adversities
	6

	2.2.3.
	Low Monitoring Rate
	7

	2.3.
	Partnerships
	7

	2.3.1.
	Relationship with the IAF
	7

	2.4.
	Inadequate Management
	8

	2.4.1.
	Strategy, organisation and human resources
	8

	2.4.2.
	Financial resources
	8

	2.5.
	Project activities
	9

	2.5.1.
	Sócio-economic development – Revolving Credit Fund/ Community Bank 
	9

	2.5.2.
	Environmental conservation 
	12

	2.5.3.
	Concise assessment of implemented activities
	14

	3.
	OUTCOMES
	15

	3.1.
	Positive results
	15

	3.2.
	Negative results
	15

	3.3.
	Evaluation tools
	16

	3.3.1.
	Selected GDF Indicators 
	16

	3.3.2.
	Pertinence and adequacy of GDF indicators 
	17

	3.3.3.
	Qualitative Evaluation according to Basic Dimensions 
	18

	4.
	LESSONS LEARNED
	20

	4.1.
	Systematic monitoring from the beginning of the project 
	20

	4.2.
	Holistic Project Monitoring 
	20

	4.3.
	Distinct evaluation for grantees receiving resources for revolving credit funds 
	21

	4.4.
	Rural-urban integration as a success factor in local development projects 
	21

	4.5.
	The importance of the grantee’s link with the project area
	21

	4.6.
	The importance of projects committed to strengthening social associations 
	22

	
	Appendices:

1 – Tables

2 – Map

3 - Photos

4 – GDF Indicators – Final Report 2005
	


SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT OF 800 FAMILIES HIT BY HURRICANE MITCH IN VILLA EL CARMEN, MANAGUA

PROJECT NC-233

1. BACKGROUND

1a. Project Description

The Project “Desarrollo Sostenible de 800 Famílias Dannificadas del Huracán Mitch en el Municipio de Villa El Carmen, Managua” formulated by Fundacion Robleto Gallo (FORG) planned to work with families of small-scale rural producers in the Villa El Carmen municipality. It aimed to promote capacity building in organization, administrative and leadership skills by implementing a twofold strategy: to promote social and economic development through a revolving credit fund and to build the facilities for a Community Bank for Environmental Conservation, through reforestation and installation of energy-efficient stoves (hearths). The activities were intended to increase the productive capacity of small-scale producers in a sustainable manner and to prevent environmental disasters in the future.

Although Project NC-233 did not have innovative aspects, it envisaged the creation of a local development network and a Centre for Integrated Environmental Development.

Despite the wide range of the objectives included in the Project Proposal, the project seemed feasible due mainly to the timeframe for its completion (four years) which would allow the process of implementation of activities to mature, especially those related to agricultural production.

It is important to highlight, however, that the goal of environmental disasters prevention may be considered ambitious, if understood as the solution for the problems of the project area. Nevertheless, this aspect of the project proposal becomes adequate if seen as a result of the long-term effects of actions and the change in attitudes towards the environment.

In order to approve the project proposal, the Inter-American Foundation seemed to have considered the possibility of giving resources to solve the problems of families in extreme poverty, which were hit by the hurricane, be it to afford the costs of the activities or to fund possible entrepreneurs.

In total, US$ 315.425,00 was directed to the project, of which US$ 70,000 were directed to a Revolving Credit Fund that would support agricultural activities (50%). The remaining amount would be used to fund the development of commercial businesses.

The agreement between FORG and the IAF was signed on 28th October 1999 and was supposed to last for four years. Nonetheless, the project was brought to a halt in 2003 due to: breach of contract, diversion of resources, inadequate management and accountancy practices. The IAF did not disburse the last installment of the grant - US$ 36.928,00 or 11,70% o the total budget.

1b. Project Area

The project targeted the area of Villa El Carmen, part of the Managua District located in the southwest region of Nicaragua. Villa El Carmen is situated c. 50 km away from the country´s capital and c. 20 km away from Montelimar, a tourist resort on the Pacific coast. Its privileged location presents a strategic potential for the region’s development and has presented increasing opportunities for economic growth.

Villa el Carmen´s main activity is agricultural production, developed in a traditional way by small-scale producers. Cattle raising, also in small-scale, is a subsidiary activity. Their agricultural production is almost entirely for subsistence, ensuring their survival in precarious conditions. It is common for these producers to complement their income by working on farms in the region harvesting sugar cane in between seasonal crops.

The area of the project NC233 presents many downsides, such as: low productivity of small-scale producers, insufficient income and an unfortunate social and political environment. Despite these factors, this area also presents favorable aspects to its development, such as soil, water resources and topography.

Villa El Carmen

The town of Villa El Carmen, where the activities of the project are focused, is situated south of Managua and has a population of 36027 inhabitants (2005) of which 30808 (85.51%) live in rural areas. The town´s demography is influenced by its proximity to the country´s capital, where part of its population commutes for the job opportunities that Managua offers. Likewise, Villa El Carmen has also received immigrants fleeing the environmental disaster caused by Hurricance Mitch in the north region of the country.  A potential for economic growth has stimulated the construction, trade and service industries, attracting workforce to the capital and also to the tourist region located near Villa El Carmen. Therefore, this peculiar location makes the project area particularly vulnerable to an outward migration of the population. For this reason, it is important to take advantage of the economic opportunities that are created for the area´s development.

1c. FORG – The grantee organization

The Fundación Robleto Gallo was created in 1988 to give support to low-income small-scale producers and to prepare them to play a more active role in the sustainable local development and the recovery of the environment. FORG had been operating for nine years when it obtained IAF´s support for the project NC-233.

FORG had previously implemented energy-efficient stoves in Villa El Carmen and had been involved in a project using credit.

At the time of the proposal, FORG had a technical team with experience in development projects, but as the project NC233 unfolded, the team core characteristics changed. Besides, its main coordinator was directly linked to political parties and this may have been detrimental to the coordination and administration of this project, due to a conflict of interests. All in all, these factors may have contributed to the ill success of the project, denting the institution´s image.

2. IMPLEMENTATION

2.1 Implementation characteristics
The project was implemented at a low pace, with some slackness in the execution of activities. The implementation of the activities – such as Energy-efficient Stove, Reforestation and Credit – began at different times, but they eventually became simultaneous to each other. In 2001, all planned activities were being implemented concomitantly (Table 1).

By 2002, the only remaining activities were those related to reforestation. By then, the enthusiasm of the past 2 years turned into a phase of carelessness and indifference, culminating with FORG´s traumatic withdrawal at the beginning of 2003: it left silently, demonstrating low commitment to the progress of local beneficiaries. The actual implementation, however, disregarded what had been initially planned, which included four phases for the execution of the project: organization and promotion of communities; development; consolidation and transference; and, exit.

2.2 Difficulties Faced during Implementation

2.2.1 Natural Adversities: Hurricane Mitch and the Drought

Hurricane Mitch was a storm with constant winds of 290 kilometres per hour that happened in 1998 and was considered one of the strongest in the last 200 years. It occurred just off the cost of Honduras, approximately north of Nicaragua. For this reason, the worst affected region was the north of the country. In the project area, Mitch´s effects were mostly wind and rain causing loss of crops, tree falls and a change in the fertility of the soil, which was covered by sand.

The area of the project was also hit by two strong droughts in 2000 and 2001, soon after the effects of Hurricane Mitch, caused by the atypical delay of the rain period. Again, there was loss of crops that discouraged producers from requesting loans for agricultural activities.

2.2.2. Political, Social and Economic Adversities

The population targeted by the project lives in excessive poverty and precarious living conditions, with high illiteracy rates. Like other regions of the country, Villa El Carmen experienced years of corruption, unstable political climate and wars, causing great suffering to the population and the town in particular. Losses caused by Mitch only aggravated the economic crisis affecting small-scale rural producers who lack any kind of technical or financial support from the government.

Many women live alone and are the breadwinners for their families, because men have either died engaging in the in the 1980s civil war against the Sandinista government or have migrated looking for better jobs and living conditions. This process of dismantling the family structure is important to understand the area of the project in the context of Nicaragua´s recent history.

2.2.2 IAF´s Low Monitoring Rates

When the project began, there were no measuring and monitoring agents from the IAF (LAS or data verifier). So agents from IAF´s office in Panama carried out this job up to 2000. Nevertheless, no monitoring records have been found for this period. Based on information collected during fieldwork, it is possible to conclude that the project remained with adequate and systematic monitoring for almost two years. Adequate monitoring started only in October 2000 when a data verifier was hired in Nicaragua and in 2001 when a LAS service began. During this transition, Panama personnel passed on neither documents nor information to their counterparts in Nicaragua. Such delay in proper monitoring not only left the grantee organization free, but it also affected IAF´s perceptions on the actual developments of the project, consequently hampering the due correction of mistakes.

2.3 Partnerships

The project relied only on a formal support from the Municipality of Villa el Carmen, which did not give any technical or material help to the project. The Municipality´s support included: the approval of beneficiaries for credit programmes, promotion of the project and, mostly, not creating obstacles to the implementation. Even though it did not get the consultant as predicted, the project NC233 contributed to the reforestation of a school and a square located in the town.

From other institutions viewpoints FORG worked isolately, without any support from governmental bodies or other NGOs of the area. In this respect, it can be said that the project did not rely on synergies to implement its activities and to achieve the expected outcomes. For instance, two local NGOs in the region were not involved in the project: Manollo Moralles, which participated in the initial discussions of the project and Plan Internacional, which deals with issues of deprived children of the region.

2.3.1 Relationship with the IAF

The dialogue between FORG and the IAF throughout the project was marked by poor and superficial information and it was affected negatively as FORG did not meet IAF´s demands or suggestions adjustments.

FORG´s lack of commitment towards the necessary corrections suggested by the IAF in relation to the inadequate activities, financial and accounting practices affected the execution of the project irreversibly, making the relationship tenser towards the end of the project.

As a result, problems were exacerbated and the IAF suspended the last installment of funds for the project. The grantee organization showed lack of understanding about the situation, did not accept the decision and started to blame the IAF for the ill success of the project.

2.4 Inadequate Management Practices

2.4.1 Strategy, Organisation and Human Resources
FORG did not design the best strategy to meet the needs of the targeted population. Neither did it identify an appropriate strategy to face the problems that occurred during the project. Moreover, FORG presented low capacity to deal with the difficulties that happened and to overcome problems.

Overall, the coordination of the project lacked openness and transparency in relation to decision-making and basic procedures resulting in low engagement by the involved technicians, field workers and beneficiaries.

Project implementation was marked by an overly centralized and personal coordination by its director, Mr. Erick Ramirez, whose presence in the area was slack and distant from the beneficiaries.

Another detrimental factor to the execution of the project was the distance between FORG´s office in Managua and the actual area of the project. Additionally, the grantee organization did not gather a team to carry out the activities, as predicted. Hired technicians, in turn, did not bond with the main beneficiaries.

Another negative aspect was the lack of integration between the teams responsible for each area of the project. This lack of articulation resulted in internal conflicts, in isolated actions and the consequent waste of physical and human resources. This was a critical problem as implemented activities were mutually linked. The adopted strategy ignored the possibilities of maximizing the effects of actions, which can usually be observed in a truly integrated project.

The low participation rates of beneficiaries in relation to the common objectives – a main streak of this project – were also observed. In this sense, project management was not based on participatory practices and as a result, it did not strengthen community life nor did it increase beneficiaries’ organizational skills.

2.4.2 Financial Resources

The worst problems occurred in the management of financial resources and the revolving credit fund. In this sense, FORG made a series of mistakes, to which the failure of the project can be attributed.

Poor financial management was evidenced by: incorrect accounting records, lack of accounting organization and consistency which did not reflect the facts, undue withdrawals from the revolving credit fund, breach of contract and lack of justification in relation to the adopted changes before the IAF.

Several of these problems were mentioned in the Audit Report presented to the IAF in September 2003 and by a letter sent to Washington by the LAS representative in November 2002.

The scale of these errors take on added gravity, as the grantee did not make the adjustments suggested by the IAF – demonstrating an irresponsible and reckless management of resources and even the misuse of resources granted by the IAF to the project.

2.5 Project Activities

2.5.1 Social and Economic Development – Revolving Credit Fund and Community Bank

· Rules 

The Credit Fund was considered the most important component of the project. It was created as the Community Bank for Development was opened and it aimed to support rural production and trade activities, through the concession of loans. The fund was expected to improve beneficiaries’ income and living standards and to boost development.

This activity began in 1999 when the “Banquito” (bank) opened in Villa El Carmen (figure 1) and the launch “Handbook of Credit”, written by an expert in micro-credit, defining the rules to be applied. The Handbook explained the objectives of the Community Bank and of the credit fund, its mission, the administration fees  and interest rates, the methods for measuring the project´s results, the features and pre-requisites for the formation of loan groups, as well as billing procedures.

The interest rates and fees charged referred to: the remuneration of the capital at 2,5 to 3% per month; administration fees of 1% and commission of 2% on the amount of the loan; 0.5% for currency depreciation and 1% per day as a penalty for delays in the repayment. Loans requested since the beginning of 2000 were approved for the payment of interest rates and the debt fortnightly or monthly.

The implementation of loans activities aimed to match the loan amount and forms of payment to the repayment capacity of each beneficiary. Each request for a loan was assess by a “credit manager”, who provided guidance to the beneficiary and designed a plan. This guidance was considered a capacity building activity, since there was no specific input along these lines elsewhere.

Credits were granted individually or to groups, in which case the adopted methodology assumed that all the members of the group would be equally accountable for the debt. Such groups were formed by 4 to 8 beneficiaries, who lived near each other to facilitate communication. Each group had a compulsory committee formed by a coordinator, a secretary, a controller and a treasurer.

A pawn on valuable household appliances, cars with valid documents and, in some cases, the house or property itself worked as guarantees to the debt. Furthermore, the solicitant could not have debts elsewhere.

Credit beneficiaries were selected according to their capacity to develop their businesses, as assessed by the credit manager. In total, 78 loans were granted to groups reaching out to 299 beneficiaries, while there were 283 individual loans (Table 2).

Pre-requisites for Individual Loans according to the Handbook of Credit:

· Established business

· Repayment capacity

· Moral Aptitude 

· To be well-known in the community

· Pawn on household appliances, title deeds or cars

· Investment plan

· Financial situation

Human Values:

· Trust, union, honesty, promptitude and communication.

· Constraints and Problems

Credit-related activities presented additional difficulties as a result of the climatic conditions that were highly unfavourable to agriculture. Initially, the micro-credit expert tried to encourage loans by small farms but as most of them did not succeed, loans were shifted towards businesses and services in urban areas. FORG, however, did not consult the IAF on the need for such shift.

During fieldwork it was possible to observe that some activities foreseen in the Grant Agreement did not happen, such as: to purchase adequate office equipment for the Community Bank; to provide capacity building for the beneficiaries; and, to hire an agronomist to provide technical assistance and supervise the implementation of loans. In 2001, the micro-credit expert left the project due to an incompatibility with the new technicians hired by FORG to work on the implementation of loans.

Although the new staff got more involved with community members, they could not make an appropriate selection of beneficiaries because they were not from that region. What´s more, financing was provided with less technical rigour, as the new staff were not experts in micro-credit, causing greater flexibility in terms of selection and debt guarantees.

As a consequence, according to information from the area, “the project went bankrupt”: delays or lack of re-payments increased, whilst recovery of loans was very low. At that time, beneficiaries’ dissatisfaction and complaints also increased. An interviewee accurately observed that “his [FORG’s director] mistake was bringing people from outside and not trust people from the field”.

Loans to the trade and service sectors represented 90% of the total, benefiting 358 people. Loans to agricultural production was below expected, benefiting only 44 people or 10,94% (Table 2).

Loans for agricultural production had to be paid fortnightly or monthly, hence proving too burdensome to rural producers, whose crops were harvested approximately every 4 to 6 months. Lack of knowledge about the rural reality and the absence of an agronomist hindered the necessary adjustments that would facilitate the attainment of credit. Consequently, the expected outcome of rural production development was not achieved.

It must be noted that the loan fees, including monthly interest rates, administrative costs, capacity building and depreciation fees, increased considerably the amount of the loan. It is only feasible for loans to the trade sector due to its fast cash flow. Implementing all the fees as set in the Handbook of Credit to cases of agricultural production, where deadlines are longer, raises the cost of the capital – a situation that is worsened by the low rentability of agricultural production. If the borrower delayed his re-payment, a penalty of 1% per day would be charged on top of the loan amount, according to the Handbook of Credit, possibly jeopardizing his ability to repay the debt altogether. Such information helps to understand the low rate of loans granted to rural producers.

These conditions related to the contract are particularly severe in the case of small-scale rural producers from deprived areas, where production must be enough to ensure food security and to generate a surplus for sale.

The implementation of activities related to the Revolving Credit Fund then presented the following constraints:

1. It was not based on local leaderships, whose performance was fundamentally different from that of the technician responsible for the implementation of the Fund, causing conflicts;

2. A “client” as opposed to a “beneficiary” approach was adopted, implying excessive rigidity in the enforcement of rules and little flexibility for a social project;

3. A business vision prevailed over a vision of rural development.

· A Balance of the Revolving Credit Fund

As previously noted in the Final Report, the Fund did not improve satisfactorily. On the contrary, it experienced a fast de-capitalization process that drew the IAF´s attention to do a detailed assessment of the fund´s problems. In the end, it was concluded that FORG did not have the capacity to implement the Revolving Credit Fund considering the several issues that were observed.

In view of an inadequate resource management (item 2.4.2 of this report) the Fund did not last long because already in 2002 it did not have the resources necessary to finance any activities. Banquito´s actions from then on focused solely on obtaining loans repayment – but it did not particularly succeed. Only a small share of these loans was repaid, because of the high penalty applied when there was a delay in the repayment. Beneficiaries also felt discouraged to abide by the rules when they noticed the failure of the project and the closure of the “Banquito” at the beginning of 2003.

Unfortunately, there are not consistent and trustworthy accounting data about the Revolving Credit Fund, which could help to analyze its implementation. Auditors considered FORG´s internal controlling procedures, which recorded all transaction of the granted loans, its implementation and amortization, were “unnecessarily complex”.  Auditors considered some accounting practices inadequate, in particular: lack of records of financial transactions; transactions which did not go through the bank account (as the contract demanded) such as loan repayments which were used to cover current costs. Another example to illustrate the lack of organization is that FORG never presented a list of all loans granted, with its amortization and redemption. There have also been claims that the resources directed to the Revolving Credit Fund were used for activities outside the project´s remit in San Raphael del Sur and even in Managua.

Despite the lack of quantitative data on businesses, which benefited from the Fund’s resources of the Fund and all the problems it faced, many of these businesses initiatives thrived and still exist until today in Villa El Carmen and the communities of Cedros and Ceiva. These beneficiaries, the majority of whom are women, saw their living standards increase thanks to gains from implemented activities such as: poultry farms, small warehouses, tortilla production and sale of pigs and cosmetic products – which represent the main source of income for these families, as initially predicted.

2.5.2 Conservation of the Environment

· Energy-efficient stoves (hearths)

Energy-efficient hearths had great receptivity in all the 16 communities where 373 of them were built. This was the first activity of project to be implemented in 1999, continuing a previous project formerly funded by resources from Spain.

The activity began with the training of 50 beneficiaries who learned to build the hearths and about its advantages and maintenance.

Many hearths, however, did not have appropriate maintenance and some stoves/hearths and chimneys did not function properly, so some beneficiaries stopped using them altogether. This was mainly caused by the lack of information and training given to the population, who requires constant guidance in order to maintain the project running accordingly (Fig. 2).

Deprived mothers with young children were privileged during the selection of beneficiaries to get energy-efficient hearths. FORG provided the necessary material - stones, cement, sand, iron sheets – and the beneficiary helped to build it. The agreement foresaw the construction of 400 units, to which US$ 25,000 was allocated. FORG build 373 energy-efficient hearths achieving 93% of the target.

Among the advantages of the energy-efficient hearths are: it allows beneficiaries to use kitchen equipment that is less damaging to their women’s and their families’; it uses less firewood because the hearth is more energy-efficient, reducing its costs. Environmental effects should also be highlighted since the project area had suffered a strong pressure on its natural resources in the previous years, experiencing indiscriminate deforestation. This frugal use of firewood is a very important environmental factor because it is an adequate alternative for the area.

· Reforestation

Reforestation activities began in 2001, being the last one to be implemented during the project.

It started with training sessions on the plantation of seedlings firstly in hotbeds and afterwards its definitive plantation – accompanied by a training handbook that explained the procedures. After training, seedlings were planted in the beneficiaries’ own productive plots of land and FORG provided maintenance for a year.

Reforestation was based on a diversity of tree types to make good use of firewood and of wood for construction, such as: maranones, melero, genizero, caoba, neen, acetunos, madrom, madero negro, guanacasta, blanco, achote, robles, laurel negro.
Although included in the project, FORG did not prioritize these agricultural reforestation activities and, as a result, few producers implemented the combined use of reforestation species with regional agricultural produce such as corn, wheat and beans.

Four hotbeds were built initially to obtain the seedlings, but only three remained at the end of the project for technical reasons – Santa Rita´s hotbed was transferred to Ceiva due to lack of water supply. The three remaining hotbeds produced, approximately, 165.000 seedlings in different communities: 75,000 in Samaria; 50,000 in Ceiva; and 40,000 in Finca El la Apante. For every hotbed there was a supervisor and several salaried employees, as well as temporary contractors. FORG provided all the material for the hotbeds and for the plantation in beneficiaries’s plots, namely: selected seeds, plastic bags, wheelbarrows and chemical fertilizers.

A maximum of 2.000 to 5.000 seedlings were handed out to each producer, and a minimum of 250 in case, for instance, that beneficiaries would only grow hedgerows. Beneficiaries were then obliged to plant the donated seedlings.

Plantation output seems to have improved and it is possible to observe that trees have grown, because firewood has not been extracted for use in the household. Although the reforested area may not represent a large share of Villa El Carmen, it is significant in terms of the area for the respective productive units (figs. 3, 4, 5 and 6) and it has provided notorious benefits for the beneficiaries’ environmental comfort. 

2.5.3 Concise Assessment of Implementation of the Activities

Both the construction of energy-efficient hearths and the reforestation were part of an environmental development strand of the project and, as such, from a technical viewpoint they should have been implemented in an integrated and combined way. As this integrated implementation did not occur, there was an efficiency loss. 

Concomitantly, the training sessions did not take advantage of the gatherings to promote the union and co-operation among the producers as a way to encourage the potential of several communities to form associations. The training was an end in itself and it did not serve other purposes as a way to gather beneficiaries and promote their participation. Guidance sessions were given to groups from the same community, after which they dispersed and would not have the opportunity to meet again. The project became, then, a mere provider of goods (hearths and seedlings) and services (loans/courses).

The project did not form a separate organization that would consolidate a network of producers and entrepreneurs and would allow its members to track the implementation of the sustainable development activities. The absence of such organization left the producers unrepresented before FORG and unable to negotiate the issues that arose during project implementation. 

Likewise, the credit component of the project presented the same lack of articulation when implementing activities, only worsened by the conflicts between different attitudes towards the community. As mentioned before, the technical team responsible for credit and local leaderships did not get along, leaving the first credit manager to work without the support of those who validate the selection of beneficiaries and know the community. A case in point to illustrate this lack of articulation: resources from the Revolving Credit Fund were granted to a project of tortilla production. As part of this project, a stove was built but in standards completely different from those used for the energy-efficient heathers (Photo 7).

The absence of an agronomist to deal with credit concessions and with the peculiar conditions of rural production was an aggravating factor that contributed to small producers’ low demand for credit.

The implementation of the project relied on two fieldworkers, one in Samaria and another in Cevia, who performed very well and work alongside the community up to this day. Both workers highlighted that the experience of implementing activities during the project has helped to build up their leadership skills, allowing them to keep working with the community, playing an important role in associations and cooperatives recently created to obtain funds for future projects in Villa El Carmen. In Samaria, for instance, an association was created and is made up of 48 women with the aim of participating in a project of the Ministry for the Environment and Natural Resources related to the construction of bio-gas stoves. In Cevia, a cooperative is being created with support from the NGO Manollo Morales to provide rural credit to small-scale producers.

3. Outcomes

Nicaragua’a current situation is marked by extreme poverty and deprivation, so the mere existence of a project that gives resources to an impoverished area is already a positive factor, as it has helped to stimulate economic activities in the region.

Although the project NC-233 has not been considered successful, weighing out the expected and achieved outcomes, the degree of success was not totally insignificant (Table 4).

And although the project failed in many ways, its gains can be observed in various levels, hence they should not be negated. It seems relevant to ponder about the contradictory results of the project and to observe that, even in a project widely considered a failure, it is possible to identify positive aspects.

3.1 Positive Outcomes 

Although all implemented activities got close enough to their target, for clear reasons, credit activities had the lowest rate of success (50.2%). The project expected the plantation of 100.000 seedlings, and 86.900 were planted (86.9%); 373 out of 400 energy-efficient heathers were built (93%); and 28 out of the expected 30 courses were provided, reaching 93.3% (Table 4).

This indicator, usually employed in the evaluation of projects, allows for interesting reflections on the project NC-233 when combined with qualitative analyses.

In this sense, the positive results of the project – mainly of a material nature - are more closely related to the individual performance than with the implementation of the activities. Qualitative gains referring to socio-economic development and community strengthening, an increase in women participation in productive issues, changes in attitudes and an increase in environmental awareness were virtually meaningless.

Activities related to heathers and reforestation produced obvious positive material outcomes, but mostly because they consisted of simple proposals that demanded few initiatives and low beneficiary involvement.

3.2 Negative Results

It is predictable that the problems faced during project implementation would produce negative impacts that would not only last beyond the end of the project, but also would remain present in the area to this day.

Strategies for sustainable development were not designed, as proposed initially, indicating that the project became ever more distant from its target group´s needs. Results in this area are considered deplorable, when compared to their initial potential of success.

For these reasons, without a doubt the most negative aspect of this project relates to the absence of any efforts to strengthen the role of communities. The negative consequences are meaningful, as beneficiaries have remained passive, still expecting other institutions like FORG to return to the area and make new donations. This can be considered an extremely negative outcome for the beneficiaries and a step back in terms of participation in grassroots organizations.

In this sense, the project can be considered a failure because it completely distanced itself from the proposed objectives related to social empowerment. As a result, the Centre for Environmental Development conceived to host a network of beneficiaries was not created, as initially foreseen by the agreement. Besides, the credit fund ended, even though it should have continued operating even after the end of the agreement.

A frustrating project like this one may become a negative reference that might inhibit pro-active attitudes in the future, when similar project opportunities arise.

Unfortunately, it seems that the most traumatic aspect of this project for all parties involved, including the IAF, technicians and beneficiaries, was the loss of resources and of opportunities, especially in view of the needs of the target population and the excellent implementation conditions. All in all, this project left a deep sense of frustration in everyone involved.

3.3 Evaluation tools

3.3.1 Selected indicators from the Grassroots Development Framework – GDF

In view of the difficulties occurred during project management, information provided for the indicators were not satisfactory. It is a pity that project records are weak and inconsistent and that there are no sound quantifiable data to assess some of its positive outcomes. The existence of indicators would provide an objective viewpoint into a controversial project. Taking this aspect into consideration, the following indicators from the GDF should be used carefully.

According to the agreement established with the IAF, FORG should gather information on 7 indicators from the GDF, as follows:

Category: Knowledge, Skills and Attitudes

Sub-category: Knowledge and skills

· Acquisition of knowledge and skills (4.1)

· Application of knowledge and skills (4.2)

· Leadership (4.3)

· Problem-solving capacity (4.5)

Category: Organizational capacity

Sub-category: Implementation
· Implementation of the Credit Fund (7.1)

Category: Organizational Practice

Sub-Category: Organizational relationships

· Cooperation (11.3)

Special indicator A: Environment

3.3.2 Pertinence and Adequacy of the GDF Indicators

Only one of the indicators listed above refers to the grantee and not the project itself, which seems insufficient to measure the grantee´s management performance. In any case, the indicator for Cooperation points out that FORG had little capacity to entice government institutions to participate in the project. According to the Final Report, the project received support from the municipality of San Raphael del Sur, which seems strange, as this town was not included in the agreement as part of the project area.

Of the six indicators that help to assess the project, there is a positive indicator that can be used to evaluate changes in the environment. The special indicator A called “Environmental Improvements” referred to the number of beneficiaries and communities whose environment has improved. Its use, however, is hindered by an inconsistency: there were not a great number of producers (according to the Final Report) who implemented agricultural reforestation. Moreover, the great environmental improvements directly related to the energy-efficient hearths and reforestation will only be felt in the medium- and long-terms, when the proper management of the reforested area will be possible.

One environmental indicator alone does not seem enough to demonstrate the improvements brought about by a project, whose main strand is a group of actions aiming to solve environmental problems. For this reason, more effective tools to measure gains in this area should have been designed. The rate of success of the project in this category could have included: Percentage Growth of Green Areas; Reforestation Rate of Green Areas in relation to the Total Town Area or the Productive Unit. The absence of such indicators compromises the accurate disclosure of achieved outcomes in an area where the project has actually had positive gains.

The indicators for Acquisition and Application of Knowledge and Skills also present inconsistencies that hamper their use. For instance, 738 people are mentioned as having acquired management skills – probably an overestimate, as during fieldwork both beneficiaries and credit technicians have commented on the lack of training on how to use credit.

In their turn, data about capacity building on environmental issues are more acceptable, because the number of beneficiaries who take part in classes is always higher than the number of beneficiaries who apply the knowledge. There were, however, 20% of beneficiaries who do not use the hearths correctly. In total, 373 people have been trained on environmental conservation and 298 have used the information learned – that is 78,89% - amongst whom there is a substantial number of women (Table 5).

It is not possible to infer much either from the indicators for Leadership and Problem-Solving Capacity. Data credibility on this is low as these indicators rely on a sound knowledge about the beneficiaries and, FORG had little involvement with them during implementation.

The indicator for Credit presents information on its purpose (agriculture, livestock, trade and services) and on its amount. The inadequate management of resources, however, has compromised the use of this indicator. In addition, the indicator does not reflect the complex structure of a revolving credit fund. Instead, it could include: interest rate gains, debt rate and the rate of loans for the same beneficiaries.

3.3.3 Qualitative Evaluation according to Basic Dimensions

As there was little measurable evidence about the positive effects of this project, it becomes necessary to analyze them qualitatively according to improvements in three basic dimensions, as follows: living conditions, productive engagement and the environment.

There were no meaningful changes in beneficiaries’ attitudes towards their family, productive aspects and the socio-economic and political contexts, revealing the superficiality of the capacity building provided.

· Improvements in living conditions

The credit fund, energy-efficient hearths and reforestation activities all had aspects directly linked to an improvement in living conditions. Nonetheless, income was obtained instantly only through the credit fund. Energy-efficient hearths allowed for income gains through a reduction in costs related to the acquisition of firewood, and the reforestation effects on income and reduction of costs will only occur in the longer term.

Improvements in living conditions from reforestation are directly related to a greater environmental comfort. As Villa el Carmen is usually affected by high temperatures, an increase in the number of trees around the houses and on the path to school, for instance, provides shelter from the sun – hence more pleasant and healthy. This was an unexpected outcome of the project. 

Income derived mostly from loans granted by the project had limited effects in comparison to the scale of the project. Nevertheless, it helped those beneficiaries, who used the credit wisely, to purchase goods such as household appliances and furniture. One house was built in the centre of Villa El Carmen with resources from the credit fund.

Energy-efficient hearths definitely made relevant contributions to an improvement in the living conditions of those beneficiaries, who managed to keep them. Introducing this kind of equipment in the household makes women’s job less harsh and less prone to accidents. The simple task of cooking a meal in the hitherto precarious, unprotected stoves exposed to the wind made women and children more vulnerable to burns and it also raised the heat and smoke inside the house. A chimney, which draws the smoke out of the house, increases the comfort and health levels, because it causes less respiratory and eye diseases. Hearths had high acceptance and satisfaction rates due to these factors related to health and the domestic environment. It is lamentable that FORG did not consolidate the positive effects of this part of the project.

· Improvements in Productive Engagement

Reforestation activities emphasized the need to replace the vegetation, which had been swept away from the project area by indiscriminate deforestation. Thus, reforestation made available a scarce natural asset of high economic value that the beneficiaries may now use when they need it.

Also, many business activities that were financed through the credit fund, such as poultry farms, small warehouses, livestock sale, lasted after the end of the project and have consolidated themselves.

Women’s contribution to these activities was remarkable. Their involvement reveals their interest in keeping their own businesses, which could be managed from home, allowing them to carry out household tasks. These business activities, in some cases, employed women from the same family or from the same community and facilitated the rural population’s access to consumer and basic needs goods – they would otherwise have to travel to Managua to purchase them. Although credit did not help to boost agricultural production, as initially proposed, it helped to stimulate local trade in the urban area and in the Cedros community – hence indirectly benefiting rural producers.

A positive impact was also observed in relation to household savings of firewood of up to 50%. As mentioned before, energy-efficient stoves/hearths need less firewood to reach the right cooking temperature, whilst keeping the heat for longer.

Furthermore, firewood species have been replanted, as part of the reforestation, which will help the beneficiaries to use firewood from within their properties avoiding waste, thus reducing costs.

· Improvements in the environment

Although there are no indicators about the project’s environmental benefits, positive outcomes certainly exist. Firstly, there was an increase in vegetation and whilst the increase is not significant for the municipality area, it is meaningful on the family productive unit level.

One of the purposes of reforestation was to grow a “curtain” against winds, which are frequent and strong in that area. This strategy helps also to protect plantations - of rice and beans for instance - and houses, increasing their safety.

The Samaria community has also experienced improvements in terms of environmental comfort. Although this indicator may be very subjective and hard to measure, it should be mentioned. Reforestation along the road that leads to the school has made the journey less harsh to the children, as temperatures are usually high in that area.

Thanks to the improvement mentioned above, the project sparked the inhabitants’ promptness to leave the reforested areas untouched, in an area previously hit by deforestation. This may signal the beginning of a conservationist attitude to be nourished by other projects as environmental improvements and their gains will be mostly perceived in the long-term.

Finally, the project help the municipality to plant seedlings in schools, in the square and the cemetery, increasing the green areas by the town hall and enhancing its overall appearance.

4. Lessons learned

In spite of the project’s ill success, some lessons may be learned from an evaluation of its mistakes that can be useful for future projects.

4.1 Systematic Monitoring from the Beginning of the Project

A systematic and consistent monitoring is a predominant factor for the success of a project. It is fundamental in order to evaluate possible errors, suggest adjustments and, in extreme cases, suspend unviable activities.

Project NC233 began its implementation in 1999, but its monitoring began only in 2000. This late monitoring process prevented IAF´s timely acknowledgement about the existing problems. Lack of information on the process led the IAF to underestimate the grantee´s incapacity, hindering important decisions.

4.2 Holistic Project Monitoring 

Monitoring by the IAF usually begins after the first amount of the grant is disbursed and is done mainly by “sectors”, which prevents IAF and its agents from taking a more global view of the project. Although this is more viable in operational terms, it also reduces the understanding of the project’s progress holistically.

Consequently, it is advisable that the IAF introduces some general procedure, like meetings between the Auditors, data verifier and other agents such as LAS, to diminish partial views on the project by each sector. Instead, monitoring would benefit from a more consistent and sound basis through this integrated approach.

4.3 Distinct Evaluation for the Grantees and Projects receiving Resources for a Revolving Credit Fund 

A revolving credit fund requires specific and judicious management, which is always a challenge for the NGOs to implement. Issues like capitalization of the fund and its sustainability demand proved and consolidated skills and experience.

Therefore, mistakes from this project indicate the need for a distinguished selection of grantees, which propose projects involving credit funds. Selection and approval criteria should be refined in order to avoid possible problems.

4.4 Rural-Urban Integration as a Factor of Success in Local Development Projects

Integrated development should include not only distant rural areas but also its central villages. Nevertheless, integration between areas that are centrally managed is almost always neglected by social projects.

Illustratively, when resources were given to typically urban activities, the project NC-233 activated the urban trade sector that responded fast to the input of small loans.

Even though the implementation of the activities was faulty and that the outcomes were not remarkable, small rural communities – usually impoverished and with a shortage of basic services provision - experienced some results from this project. 

The project NC-233 highlights the need for an interface between the demands of both rural and urban areas searching for their possible complements. In this way, its analysis may contribute to future projects of integrated development.

4.5 The importance of strong links between the grantee and the area of the project.

It has been noted that successful projects are associated with grantees that have previously operated in the project area, knowing from experience its political, social, economic, cultural and environmental contexts.

FORG’s capacity has been concentrated in Managua and for this reason it did not have much knowledge about Villa El Carmen’s region and its rural beneficiaries.

This lack of knowledge made FORG unable to conceive of adequate strategies to implement the project and to create effective alternatives to solve the problems that occurred as the project unfolded.

4.6 The importance of projects committed to the empowerment of social organizations

Strengthening the role of social groups and communities is a crucial factor in local development project that aims to achieve their goals through the promotion of community ties, an incentive to autonomy and to participation and cooperation.

The grantee organization did not take advantage of the implemented activities, especially of the training sessions, to empower communities. This isolated performance has compromised internal cooperation and cohesion, weakening the empowerment process and reinforcing a cultural pattern of dependency on external assistance – contrary to the initial project proposal.

Appendix I

Table 1

Simulation of the Project Implementation and the End of the Planned Activities 

	Year
	Beginning of the Activities
	Continuation of the Activities



	1999
	Energy-efficient stoves/ hearths
	-



	2000
	Credit – Launch of the Banquito 
	Energy-efficient stoves/ hearths



	2001
	Reforestation
	Energy-efficient stoves/ hearths Credit



	2002
	                              -
	Efforts to obtain loan repayment 

Reforestation



	2003
	-
	Closure of the “Banquito”

FORG´s withdrawal from the area




         Source: Fieldwork. 2000

Table 2

Number of Credit Beneficiaries

	Individual
	283

	In groups 
	229

	Total
	512




     Source: Final Report/2005

Table 3

Purpose of the Credit 

	Credit Purpose
	Number of loans
	%

	Agricultural production and livestock raising
	44
	10.94

	Trade
	141
	35.07

	Service
	217
	53,98

	Total
	402
	100,00




Source: Final Report/2005

Table 4

Project’s Rate of Success

	Activities 
	Target Output 
	Achieved Output 
	Success Rate

%

	Credit
	800
	402
	50,2

	Reforestation 
	100.000
	86.900
	86,9

	Energy-efficient stoves
	400
	373
	93,0

	Training
	30
	28
	93,3


Source: Final Report/2005

Table 5

Knowledge and Skills in Environmental Conservation
	Indicators
	Beneficiaries
	Men
	% 
	Women
	%

	Acquisition
	373
	85
	22,78
	288
	77,21

	Use
	298
	68
	22,81
	230
	77,18


Source: Final Report/ 2005

Appendix II

GDF INDICATORS FROM THE FINAL REPORT /2005

Indicator 4.1. Acquisition of Knowledge and Skills.

	Knowledge and Skills
	Overall outcomes

	
	Men
	Women
	Total 

	Environmental conservation
	85
	288
	373

	Civic Participation
	26
	18
	44

	Management
	105
	633
	738

	Leadership
	26
	18
	44


Indicator 4.2.
Use of knowledge and skills

	Knowledge and Skills
	Overall Outcomes 

	
	Men
	Women 
	Total 

	Environmental conservation
	68
	230
	298


Indicator 4.3.
Leadership

	The indicador records the number of beneficiaries by gender, whose leadership skills have increased, decreased or remained stable. 

	
	Overall Outcomes 

	Leadership
	Men
	Women
	Total 

	
	
	
	

	Increased Skills 
	21
	14
	35


Indicator 4.5.
Problem-solving capacity

	This indicador records the number of beneficiaries by gender, whose ability to solve problems increased, decreased or remained the same.

	
	Overall Outcomes 

	 Problem-solving capacity
	Men
	Women 
	Total 

	Increase
	17
	45
	62

	
	
	
	


  Indicator 7.1.
Credit

              Revolving Credit Fund
	Loan Purpose
	Number of granted loans
	Average amount US$ per loan

	Rural production
	44

141

217
	200.00

	Trade
	
	250.00

	Service
	
	300.00

	
	402
	


Indicator 11.3.
Cooperation

	Types of organisations that have cooperated with the grantee organisation 
	#

	
	

	Government bodies 
	2


Special Indicator A: Environment

	This indicador measures the number of beneficiaries and/or familias that have experienced environmental improvements as a result of the project 

	Improvements
	Overall Outcomes

	
	Number
	Beneficiaries
	Families
	Communities

	Energy-efficient stoves
	373
	1865
	373
	16

	Cultivated plants
	86,900
	312
	78
	5

	Hotbeds *
	44
	176
	44
	5
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� See the appendix for GDF tables from the Final Report that may enable comparisons. 
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