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1. Introduction
The Springfield Centre has been commissioned by the Office for Development Effectiveness (ODE) within the Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID) to lead a strategic review of Australia’s Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) investments in rural development. The overall purpose of the study is to assess the effectiveness of Australia’s investments in rural development.  The review team is scheduled to finalise the review around May 2010.

The review process comprises two phases (Figure 1). Phase 2 will cover field visits to specific rural development experiences, final report development, and presentation of findings. Phase 1, the (current) inception phase, runs from October 2009 to January 2010, and involves a number of preparatory tasks. These include development of an analytical framework for the review, an examination of relevant international literature and a review of the existing (and past) portfolio of Australian ODA-funded rural development initiatives. 

A key part of Phase 1 is also a participative stakeholder review – and this is the subject of this brief report. The purpose of the review was two-fold:

· to elicit stakeholders’ input into the exercise – the ‘big issues’ and common problems and current trends in rural development and potential rural development experiences that would be worth further analysis – and so ensure that the whole review and outputs from it are appropriately focused; and
· to involve potential report ‘audiences’ in these initial stages of the process and, in doing so, create greater ownership of the final outcomes and thus prepare the ground for a more considered response to the final report outputs.
Stakeholders were identified after an informal analysis of the stakeholder environment, tracking these in relation to relevance/interest and influence/importance.  Stakeholders identified at the outset were then asked to identify others that would be relevant and influential in this review. The focus of discussions initially was with stakeholders based in Canberra and especially those within AusAID and the Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR).  AusAID stakeholders included Assistant Director Generals, Thematic Groups and specialist advisers including, in rural development, infrastructure and environment. A detailed list of people interviewed is provided in Annex 1, and includes stakeholders / groups that the team will seek to contact (electronically) in coming weeks. The review team met with stakeholders over a two-week period (12-23 October 2009).  The objective, scope and indicative questions that guided the Stakeholder Review are outlined in Annex 2. 

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 sets out the main issues emerging from stakeholder discussions that the review should seek to throw light on, including aspects of rural development and organisational/’how to’ questions. Building on this, Section 3 summarises stakeholders’ main expectations of the final report. Sections 2 and 3 summarise key issues and expectations raised repeatedly through the participative stakeholder review, and therefore do not represent the full spectrum of views offered by stakeholders. Section 4 finally outlines the initial list of potential countries that emerge from stakeholders as the most suitable for fieldwork and further analysis. 

2. ‘Big’ issues in rural development

Stakeholders were asked about the main issues and questions that, in their experience and from their perspective, were most important in rural development work over the last few years. These dealt with:

· rural definitional issues (what is rural development?);

· strategic challenges (what are the systemic changes we are trying to bringing about?); and 
· operational questions (how can we organise ourselves better to have more success?). 
Each of the issues highlighted below can also be expressed as a challenge for rural development.

(a) The integration of rural development: going beyond ‘silos’

Rural development is an inherently broad ‘subject’ – literally all development – economic, social, political - in a rural area
. In practice, in order to give more specific meaning to the subject, agencies need to reach their own definition of rural development. While it may be difficult to do so - or politically convenient to avoid defining rural development - lack of clarity can undermine performance and accountability.

Regardless of how narrow or broad the definition, rural development is by its nature an inherently inter-disciplinary subject. Agriculture development, for example, depends on the performance of input (seed, fertiliser) markets and the ability of the research and technology systems to develop improved practices and varieties. Access to markets (for inputs and outputs) depends on the efficacy of market mechanisms, the availability of the right information, and the suitability of physical infrastructure such as roads. Farmers’ incentives and capacity to invest in more productive technology and practices are (in part) a function of the operation of land and financial services markets. The ‘rules’ of market systems are set by formal and informal relationships and governance arrangements. 

Rural development, therefore, intrinsically, involves different spheres of development. This factor was obviously a key impulse behind the integrated rural development experience of the 1970s/’80s. It is accepted by all that this generally failed – for many tangible, documented reasons (and there is no desire to return to this). However, in response to the trauma of the integrated rural development experience it seems that AusAID (and rural development more widely) has flipped to the other extreme and become more fragmented, with each field working in parallel and largely in isolation from each other (in ‘silos’) with little apparent commonality and synergy between them - despite there being a country strategy process for programming. 
There is a widespread perception (if fewer hard analyses) that (a) this absence of more ‘holistic’ coherent analytical frameworks to guide analysis and actions and (b) the silo-ed nature of operations manifested in decision-making processes (such as the development and approval of budget measures, country strategies, program designs etc) and the interaction of thematic groups and country programs, are detrimental to rural development programming. There is a concern that these problems may be exacerbated when more resources become available – as they will under the Budget Measure’s plans.
(b) The strategy-operations link: developing more coherence (being clear about ‘the why’)

One of the most common issues emerging from stakeholders is the perception of a ‘disconnect’ between the specific initiatives that are undertaken and the wider strategic context. While initiatives are often seen to be valuable in their own right, their overall impact and the potential they have to stimulate wider change is often seen to be limited. The underlying reasons (the why) for doing particular pieces of work can easily be forgotten. Contractors concentrate on delivering contracts and their donor partners concentrate on managing this delivery. The emphasis therefore shifts to the short-term, to achievement of outputs (often tied into political/budget cycles and the length of contracts) rather than a longer-term view of how to stimulate sustainable and larger-scale impacts.
As the ODA portfolio and budgets (for rural development in particular) increase in scale, it is recognised that it will have to raise its ‘gaze’ towards a more strategic level. “More strategic” is undoubtedly the direction of travel for AusAID. Similarly, ACIAR now focuses more on programmes rather than smaller projects. In each case, the instinct is the same – to address more fundamental, underlying constraints to development that will allow positive sustainable change at a larger-scale. However, while intuitively these moves are undoubtedly necessary, what a strategic framework for intervention means in practice is less clear. In particular, in what way is a strategic orientation different from a ‘more-of-the-same’ replication of many small initiatives? Although AusAID has country strategies (and some thematic strategies – with a notable exception being rural development), the extent to which existing rural development activity has a clear strategic rationale, with discernible and valid links between individual activity and strategy, is often a moot point
. 

(c) Origins of rural development work: ensuring that analysis drives action

Ideally, the nature and positioning of ODA interventions in rural development should be shaped by an informed analysis of the rural environment and the systems that operate within it. This should include an assessment of the most critical or ‘binding
’ constraints inhibiting the development of rural economies and the poor within them, and a clear set of criteria guiding assessment of different areas/sectors to determine which should be the most appropriate focus for interventions. Typically these criteria would include an understanding of poverty and constraints to increasing household incomes, growth potential, the relevance to the poor (or other target group) and the feasibility of intervention. 

In practice, however, there are concerns that the origins of rural development work sometimes owes more to AusAID ‘supply-push’ than ‘analysis-pull’. That is, decisions on initiatives do not stem from a grounded analysis and strategy but from informal administrative/political convenience and political pressures, while other constraints are simply ‘assumed away’. The structure of the agency, and decision-making incentives within it, tend to reinforce this narrow supply-push (silo-ed) instinct – and this is unlikely lead to good development outcomes. 
(d) Making sustainability real: thinking through the ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ issues

There is widespread recognition of the weaknesses of ‘small and scattered’ interventions that have no wider strategic rationale and are not linked to a wider set of actions to bring about change, or a long term vision of how this change will be achieved. For example, in many instances road construction is seen to be among the most effective interventions that can take place for rural development.  However, it is equally the case that road investments which are not maintained in the long term offer few benefits, the sustainability of physical infrastructure being especially challenging in tropical environments and fragile and/or financially dependent states / regions. 
In thinking about the sustainability of roads therefore, other functions need to be considered – some of which are more (hard) or less (soft) tangible. These include the capacity of those authorities charged with road maintenance (government or community) and the standards for road construction which might need to be more appropriate for low-income environments and focus on what can be sustained financially, technically and organisationally (rather than what can be built on a one-off basis). Road development is not just about road construction therefore; it is concerned with the other functions around construction.  
The point here is that for sustainability to be meaningful, it is necessary to go beyond the direct focus of intervention and take into account related functions such as standards, services, information and skills, and to address the will and capacity of different country partners to undertake these.

(e) The research-to-development relationship: putting research into a development context

Investment in research is a distinctive feature of Australia’s ODA in rural development. Much of this (but not all) is managed by ACIAR. Typically, ACIAR’s research covers technical/scientific issues in fields such as livestock, horticulture, forestry and fisheries. This includes research focused on, for example, crop improvement, improved management methods, and wider socio-economic issues (dealing with, for example, policy issues or ‘downstream’ value chain development). Commonly, however, the nature of research-focused interventions is relatively narrow, concerned with introducing a new idea/process/product on a pilot basis and seeking to stimulate the wider scale-up and spread of this throughout the agricultural system.

The efficacy of research therefore is partially (even substantially) dependent on the wider system around it. While intuitively the characteristics of systems that are conducive to scale-up and sustainable growth are recognizable (‘good’ in Vietnam, ‘bad’ in the Pacific), to meet the research-development challenge successfully, there is a need to (a) understand ‘systems’ in more detail, especially the constraints within them and (b) act to address the constraints in systems through intervention. The research-development relationship has implications for agencies’ capacities, and for inter-agency relationships. The latter is often difficult to operationalise because agencies, as well as having their own processes and procedures, more fundamentally, do not share the same framework to guide development analysis and actions.
(f) Rural development in fragile and remote contexts: separating development from other goals

The portfolio of countries in which ODA is provided varies greatly.  It includes thrusting high growth economies (such as Vietnam), post-conflict environments (e.g. East Timor) and, in many situations weak and fragile economies with high levels of dependency on foreign aid (e.g. Vanuatu, Solomon Islands). ‘Weakness’ or ‘fragility’ can take a number of forms – for example, physical remoteness, low population density, lack of resources, low institutional competence and dependent, entitlement cultures
.  Further, there are diverse experiences of ‘poverty’, in this portfolio.
The challenge of development in general, including rural development, is especially pressing in the weakest and most fragile contexts. This is particularly the case where there is a history of direct, subsidised delivery by agencies over a long period. Moving to a different development paradigm, one that places more emphasis on facilitating others is never straightforward and raises basic questions. How can relief measures be used to provide a platform for development rather than be a debilitating sponge that saps self-initiative and strengthens dependence? How can ‘genuine’ development endeavours be separated from those with other objectives, such as long-term welfare? What modalities of intervention are most appropriate given existing capacity? How does AusAID develop the right capacities (and with the right players) to support ‘scaling-up’?
(g) The decentralisation context: supporting appropriate roles for government

Although varying from one situation to another, government is commonly a key player in rural development. Decentralisation is also an increasingly important dimension of government organisations in many countries. This raises a wider question of how rural development interventions engage with government to seek to develop its role in appropriate ways.  

Capacity-building in government can cover a range of issues – such as technical competence and knowledge and financial management. It can also include wider strategic questions dealing with the general role of government and the specific mandate of the various levels of government, in particular helping governments to focus on a limited number of more specific roles well rather than trying to do ‘too much’ or do the wrong’ thing. In considering the role of government of course, the role of non-government actors such as the private sector, associations (e.g. farmers groups), and community-based organisations also needs to be assessed.
(h) Cross-cutting issues
: assessing these in the rural development context

Impinging on the broad range of activities within the boundaries of rural development are a range of broader concerns.  As always with cross-cutting issues, the real test to apply to initiatives is: to what extent have these generic issues been grounded in the relevant rural development context, both in analysis and actions?
· Environmental sustainability: this might be concerned with, for example, production practices and business norms, formal regulations and standards (and the capacities and incentives around these), the development of new environmentally-friendly products and carbon trading mechanisms.  There are particular issues regarding exploitation of natural resources in weak and fragile states. 
· Gender: ensuring that analysis of rural development contexts and resulting interventions take account of gender perspectives, consistent with AusAID’s Gender Policy (March 2007).
· Governance: there are always governance issues – formal or informal rules – around the modalities of market systems in particular, and frequently their structure disadvantages poor people.

· Disability: including people with disability in development processes and that this is manifested in programme design and implementation – for example the extent to which greater access to key infrastructure (such as transport and water) is developed through interventions.

(i) Regional and international concerns: wider implications for rural development programming
In the Pacific in particular, ODA interventions that are aimed at facilitating regional change and are channelled through regional bodies are increasingly common. This in part reflects the regional nature of some issues (e.g. the environment, trade and customs, and natural resource management such as fisheries and forestry) and in part the practicality of working through organisations with a regional mandate (and the impracticality of working with many small, national-level agencies). However, the efficacy of working in this way is less clear and requires further examination.

A related (but different) concern arises in relation to the international and regional agreements that AusAID has entered into, in particular the Paris Declaration and the Cairns Compact. These are concerned with improving coordination and harmonization of aid. Although these are general agreements, the implications for rural development have been cited as a concern, particularly in the context of (a) the reality of multiple players (public, private, civil society etc) and multiple functions in rural economic systems and (b) the need to engage with different players (not confined to government) to facilitate wider change. Again, the concern here is how wider agreement impinge upon the way in which rural development interventions are designed and implemented.
3. Stakeholders’ expectations

Two broad expectations emerge from discussions with stakeholders. First, and obviously, the report and review process should throw light on the issues above. Each of these can be framed into a question and specified in the evaluation framework and methodology which is to be developed later in Phase 1. 
Second, the review should focus on process issues rather than final impact on poverty reduction per se. The priority should be on how interventions are designed/implemented and what they are likely to achieve, especially the degree to which interventions have positioned themselves in relation to (and have brought about) systemic change. The review will therefore seek to assess performance in relation to change at different points in the chain of impact linking actions with final desired change among individuals/households. However, it is unrealistic to expect there to be significant reliable data at the upper-end of the impact chain (changes in household incomes in rural areas targeted by ODA). It is more realistic (and useful) to undertake a more qualitative analysis of the degree of change that has taken place (often dealing with intermediary impacts) and feed this into a wider, rigorous assessment of the overall approach being followed. 
Findings and recommendations should therefore be informed by an analysis of change but focus on the design and process implications emerging from this – on how organisations decide what to do and on how they do it. This is likely to be more useful to AusAID, ACIAR and other ODA organisations.

Beyond these general points, a number of more specific expectations were given by stakeholders.

· Messages must be ‘tight’, specific and accessible. This has implications for the language and style of the report as well as for the report content.

· The report should be forward-looking. While the report has to be evaluative (and therefore judgemental) the purpose of looking at the past and current experience in detail is to learn lessons and help shape a better future, such as on issues of engagement approaches and modality. The emphasis is therefore on lesson-learning rather than on validating and holding current initiatives to account.
· The range of initiatives and country experiences assessed needs to balance and depth. On the one hand it has to be sufficiently broad to demonstrate relevance to the broad spectrum of countries in which ODA investments are made and the variety of activities supported within the rural development definition. On the other, it has to allow sufficient depth to explore the underlying reasons for the performance of initiatives – and therefore to convey useful substance
.
· Messages must be clear and practical. While it is important that there is a valid conceptual framework underpinning the report, it is important that findings and recommendations help people to see tangibly what they can do differently, and should therefore inform organisational structure and decision-making processes.  
· The report should be one among a series of outputs. In order to reach different stakeholders, consideration should be given to a range of different outputs targeted at different groups. This is most likely to include a series of specific debriefs/presentations.

4. Countries to be included in fieldwork 

Discussions with stakeholders also sought to tap into their experience with respect to the specific initiatives that, given its objectives, the review might examine in more detail. In doing so, stakeholders were asked to consider range of criteria to provide a representative range of rural development experiences in terms of:

National-level stability, income-levels and wider institutional development.

Size – overall budget (past and future) and ambition

Focus – eg agriculture, infrastructure, research etc

Modality – eg sector-wide approaches, projects, implementation through contractors, directly, with whole-of-government partners, with multi-lateral partners, etc

Duration – whether currently active or finished (if so when), and continuity of engagement in rural development
Feasibility of assessment – logistics, availability of relevant people etc

On the basis of discussions, the following is the initial ‘long list’ of countries. This will be refined (and probably reduced) on the basis of further analysis of the detailed documentation available on potential initiatives in each country.
· Vietnam

· Cambodia

· The Philippines

· East Timor

· PNG

· Pacific Regional

· Vanuatu

· The Solomon Islands
Annex 1: List of stakeholders (with whom discussions were held
)

AusAID

Jacqui De Lacy, ADG, Sustainable Development Group*

Jane Lake, Senior Associate, Pacific Branch

Michelle Lowe, Director, PNG Program Quality Review

James Gilling, ADG, Indonesia and East Timor Branch

Alwyn Chilver, Principal Adviser, Rural Development*

Bernie Wyler, Adviser, Rural Development

Peter Kelly, Adviser, Infrastructure (roads)

Andrew Laing, Senior Associate (Public Finance), Economics and Service Delivery Branch

Wendy Conway Lamb, Policy Officer, Policy and Global Environment

Clare Ireland, Environment Advisor

Richard Sisson, Director, Budget and Statistics*

Rebecca Bryant, Director, Food security and rural development (financial services)

Philippa Roberts, Finance/micro-finance,  Food security and rural development (financial services)

Beth Delaney, Director Gender Unit

Mary James, Gender Unit

Barbara O’Dwyer, Gender Advisor

Melissa Stutsel, Stop Violence against Women Advisor, Gender Unit

Ceri Teather, Forests, Adaptation and Biodiversity, Sustainable Development Group

Laura Holbeck. Economics and Growth (Fisheries) Pacific Branch
Paul Nichols, Group Manager, Quality and Performance Management (QPM), Operations Policy Support (OPS) Branch

Chris Nelson, Director, Performance Systems and Support (PSS), OPS

Angela Corcoran, Director, Strategy and Portfolio Planning (SPP), OPS

Joe Hedger, Director, Governance and Anti-corruption, Governance and Service Delivery (GSD) Branch

Simon Choo, Governance and Anti-corruption, GSD

Louisa Cass, Demand for Better Governance, GSD

Fiona Crockford, Demand for Better Governance, GSD

Paul Greener, Solomon Islands Post (by teleconference)

Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR)

Nick Austin, Chief Executive Officer

Simon Hearn, Senior Adviser

John Skerritt, Deputy Director (Research) – leaving

Debbie Templeton, Program Manager, Impact Assessment*

Les Baxter, Research Program Manager (RPM), Horticulture

Russel Haines, RPM, Forestry

Paul Fox, RPM, Crop Improvement and Management

Gamini Keerthisinghe, RPM, Soil Management and Crop Nutrition

Marko Stauffacher, RPM, Land and Water Resources

John Dixon, RPM, Cropping Systems and Economics

Caroline Lemerle, RPM, Agricultural Systems Management

Doug Gray, RPM, Animal Health

Richard Markham, RPM, Pacific Crops

Chris Barlow, RPM, Agricultural Systems Management

Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics (ABARE)

Jane Melanie, General Manager, Resources and Energy*

*Members of the Advisory Group

Annex 2: Scope, Objective and Indicative Questions for Stakeholder Review
Objective

The objective of the participative stakeholder review is to gather information on key concepts, issues and initiatives that will shape the analytical framework for the evaluation of ODA investments in rural development.  

Scope

Initial participative focus group discussions will be at the overview or high level perspective.  Following from these, in-depth discussion is and one-on-one interviews will delve into the detail of particular issues, concepts, and initiatives. 

Issues for discussion

From your experience of ODA in rural development over the last few years:

1. What are your general views on strategy and performance in terms of:

· Achievements

· Weaknesses

· Key issues

On what basis do you consider what’s worked well/less well (i.e. what indicators are important?)

1. What are the key lessons (positive and negative) to emerge from this experience?

2. Given your experience and expectations, are there specific issues and themes that the review should focus on?

3. Which projects/activities do you think the review should focus on? Why these?

4. Are there particular rural development strategy or framework documents that you would suggest for the review?

5. Are there particular individuals or organizations that you think the review should consult with beyond those mentioned on the list below?

Initiative 





Country








Stakeholder review





Portfolio review





Analytical Framework





International Literature review





Evaluation design





Field      work





Public  report





May 2010





Feb-April 2010





Dec/Jan 





Oct/Nov 2009





This report





Figure 1: Overall review process
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� This elusive, mythical ‘everything and nothing’ quality is a key characteristic of rural development. In order to subject it to rigorous analysis, boundary lines need to be drawn around rural development. The review’s analytical framework (see Working Paper No. 2) illustrates how this has been done for the purpose of this review.


�  The overall usefulness and consistency of the many strategies – thematic and country – in AusAID is a cause of widespread concern in the organisation


� “Binding constraint” is the term used by the US economist, Dani Rodrick in his ‘growth diagnostics’ methodology – which has considerable influence among a number of agencies.


�  Or cultures that don’t correspond to western, individualist notions of rationality – such as some areas of PNG. See the OECD-DAC list and classification of “fragile” situations for more detail


� Cross-cutting here refers to issues that are relevant in most development situations and are therefore beyond narrower sectors. Gender is also referred to as a ‘overarching principle’ in AusAID.


� One indication of whether the review has been sufficiently detailed – and goes beyond a flimsy, superficial level - is the degree to which it prompts a response from those involved in the design/implementation of initiatives.


� It is planned to consult with a range of other stakeholders electronically or by phone in November/December. This would include key personnel within AusAID but primarily focus on external stakeholders such as key researchers, contractors and NGOs





