Annual Planning Meeting, February 2001



T

he first working session of the Annual Planning Meeting (APM) 2001, focused on the UNFPA Country Programme process and was chaired by Ms. Mari Simonen, Director of Technical Services Division (TSD).
 She began with an update on policy directions of UNFPA in the light of the organizational realignment process. This was followed by two key presentations, one by Mr. Nizamuddin, Director Asia Pacific Division (APD), on the new country programming process, and the other by Mr. Wasim Zaman, Director, Country Technical Services Team for South and West Asia (CST/SAWA), providing the CST perspective on realignment including implications to CST’s contributions to effective delivery of quality country programmes. 

A detailed discussion followed these presentations that set the tone for the Annual Planning Meeting. Broadly, the discussions centered around availability and access to technical assistance in general, and from the Technical Assistance Programme (TAP)/CST in particular, in terms of UNFPA country programming needs in general. She emphasized that utilization of national expertise, wherever possible, is essential for capacity building with CST Specialists used to bring much needed regional/sub-regional perspectives and experiences to the process. This should enrich the country programme formulation, implementation, monitoring and evaluation process and help to build national capacity.

1.1  

Statement by: 



Ms. M. Simonen, TSD Director

I

n the opening presentation, Ms. Simonen reiterated the Executive Director’s emphasis on strengthening national institutional capacity for sustainable programme support oriented to bring about planned results. She emphasized that all participants of the meeting carefully read the statement of the UNFPA Executive Director to the First Regular Session (of 2001) of the UNDP/UNFPA Executive Board. She pointed out that many of the priority issues are highlighted in this paper to the Board. She said that the recent realignment exercise is essentially aimed at facilitating effective delivery of quality programmes at the country level. She re-emphasized that UNFPA’s strategic vision is incorporated in the multi-year funding framework (MYFF) approach and that the management perspective is reflected in the Results-Based Management (RBM) approach. The management reforms inherent in the realignment would need a strong commitment at all levels of the organization as well as skills development among staff. Ms. Simonen mentioned that the organization is employing external financial support for effectively completing the transition process started under the previous Executive Director, Dr. Nafis Sadik.

Ms. Simonen underlined the need for UNFPA’s active participation in the CCA exercise, the UNDAF process, and in Sector-Wide Approaches (SWAPs) in order to contribute substantively to the UN’s rights-based development assistance approach. Headquarters is in the process of preparing a guidance note on how UNFPA can participate usefully in these efforts and build partnerships with other donors at the country level in the overall interest of furthering UN assistance to the countries. 

UNFPA has recently produced a draft document titled Organizational Priorities for the year 2001 and Ms. Simonen made brief presentation of these priorities and welcomed suggestions which would enhance the articulation of these. 

The draft document identifies key substantive areas for UNFPA attention in 2001 and specifies priorities for improved management of its programmes. These efforts are consistent with the overall realignment vision of the organization that is quickly becoming more focused on field level activities and program.  She emphasized that this process will take time and that the Executive Director has counseled patience in the process and encouraged all staff members to maintain the momentum for change. The role of the CST during this phase is viewed as particularly crucial as the organization must carefully consider how the TAP system, and the CSTs in particular, can increase value addition at the country level.

1.2
Statement by:

Mr. M. Nizamuddin, APD Director

M

r. Nizamuddin welcomed several new colleagues to APD. He said that the Nepal APM 2001 is the third of such very useful exercises he has attended, the first two being in Dakar and Bangkok. He reviewed UNFPA’s history reminding the participants that UNFPA is a 30 year-old organization and has always had technical support built into its structure in one form or another. The 8 year-old TAP system and its key component, the Country Technical Services Team, is but the current form of such technical support.  Over the years, UNFPA has demonstrably helped countries build significant capacity in population and reproductive health areas, and the current challenge is to maximize the utilization of that in-country capacity, in conjunction with the regional teams of CST Specialists in the most cost effective manner.

Mr. Nizamuddin emphasized that the CST should assist the Country Offices (COs) to assess the technical assistance (TA) needs of their countries, identify gaps therein, and provide TA to country programmes to fill these gaps. In this sense, CST support should aim not only to supplement but also to complement available national expertise. Experience indicates that one specific area needing particular attention from the CST is an effective contribution to the CCA/UNDAF process.  Perhaps this could be best achieved by undertaking a thorough population sector analysis which would be indispensable for UNFPA programme purposes and would add considerable value to the UN programming process besides being of potential value to other institutions and donors in the country.

In the context of CST’s role in assisting with the development of a UNFPA country programme, Mr. Nizamudin pointed out the specific area of monitoring and evaluation in the overall context of Results-Based Management (RBM).  The issue of accountability is now among the foremost priorities of UNFPA and monitoring obviously plays an important role in this respect.  He also mentioned that at present UNFPA is only covering about 35 percent of the countries through its audit requirements and stated that audits must now be made in all countries which receive UNFPA support.  He also emphasized that the audit process should go beyond mere financial accountability, to include broad programming areas, as required by the integrated results and resources framework now followed by UNFPA. 

1.3
Statement by: 

Mr. W. Zaman, CST Director

I

n his presentation, Mr. Zaman pointed out that according to reports from the field and judging by demand, the CSTs have done well in addressing the technical needs of the countries. Therefore, it is most important to effectively communicate this finding to the Executive Board when questions of value addition and cost effectiveness are asked. He hoped that this APM will result in some suggestions of the best ways of providing technical assistance (TA) to Country Programmes, not just from CST but also from national experts in the countries. 

Reflecting on the future options for providing technical assistance, the following options were laid out:

· Leaving the TAP as it is, i.e., maintain the status quo but enable and enhance a Team’s capacity to respond to requests for assistance from country offices. 

· Change the current configuration and set up a core team with a number of satellite teams positioned in other locations within the region.   

· Enable the CST to engage specialists as needed from time-to-time when a CST is unable to provide the support needed in time or on occasions when a Team lacks the requisite technical specialist for a particular assignment.

· Enable and enhance the current CSTs arrangement to provide broader UN system mandate.

· Technical support to the disband and distribute CST specialists to country-specific locations as needed.

Mr. Zaman pointed out that although the last option (distribution of Specialists to specific countries) is listed, it really not an option. Since it is simply the old CTA (Country Technical Advisor) approach which has been tried and abandoned because it did not work well. Mr. Zaman requested Headquarters to share with the CST the feedback it received from COs on the revised draft TORs for the CST.  He feels that the CST would benefit form such a review. 

1.4
A Discussion of the Issues

F

our broad issues emerged out of comments and suggestions made by almost all participants. These are:

1. The CST has been found to be a very useful source of TA, yet the CST cannot be the repository of all knowledge and, as such, other experts may need to be hired on a need basis. The engagement of international consultants to supplement TA from CST should be done by the Country Office. The Country Offices would as usual verify with CST on availability of expertise prior to hiring international consultants. HQs should proceed with decentralizing this function.

2. Decentralisation and accountability issues would require more explicit and unequivocal attention from HQ. More attention must be paid to enabling COs take on their decentralized roles more effectively. Training, while certainly very useful, should help people grow along a well-defined career path. Another aspect of the realignment exercise related to this issue is information sharing through the internet and building the organization’s virtual capacity. This has a great potential to be very useful, but staff at all level should be mindful and take care to avoid information overload. 

3. Being inter-disciplinary is a major strength of the CST, but at the programme level, this strength is not applied. For example, it would be useful to have a full team participate at the programme formulation stage if real value addition is to be realized. Technical needs are often defined in narrow sense of one or two specialists assisting the CO. Although individual missions are important. there are times when interdisciplinary missions are very important. The organization as a whole needs to develop a more strategic perspective of its TA needs, particularly as it moves into the RBM approach, and must take pains to define more exactly what is meant by value addition and what are good indicators of value addition. The CST does not function alone and there must be synergy in the contribution made by various partners to add value to the country programme and thus address the key areas of national capacity building and the delivery of quality programmes.

4. A clear understanding of Country Office capacity and a strategic view of how to build that capacity consistent with results-oriented quality programme delivery would be needed. The TA from CST specialists, national experts, international consultants and TSD would have to be strategically positioned to support delivery of quality programmes at the country level. In other words, action and work plans of various organizational units will have to have one strategic objective – effective delivery of quality programmes at the country level.  However, appropriate indicators for measuring the quality of programmes will need to be developed.

While appreciating the richness of the discussion, Mr. Nizamuddin and Ms. Simonen pointed out that CSTs and COs must begin to identify and use national expertise much more actively. The consultants’ roster is a key requirement in this context.  In this context, the CST’s latest edition of its roster (December 2000) was brought to the attention of the participants.

An additional point made was that wherever Technical Support Units (TSUs) exist they should be used in national and regional TA assignments where feasible. Headquarters fully agree on the need to ensure that the CST’s strategic interdisciplinary inputs are made available to the country programmes, particularly at the formulation stage, yet where national expertise, in the form of a TSU exists, it seems only logical to incorporate that group of specialists into the process of providing technical assistance. The point was reiterated that while no one in headquarters doubts the contributions made by the CSTs, the Executive Board continues to look for a more cost-effective alternative, a quest certainly within its mandate.  

On the issue of decentralization, Mr. Nizamuddin referred to guidelines recently disseminated on this, but he cautioned that the use of guidelines needs to be rationalized with a certain amount of flexibility. For example, the discussion of whether a Country Population Assessment (CPA) is required or not is a decision to be taken by the respective Country Office.  The exercise, in whatever form it takes, need not be called a CPA, but merely a strategic paper if so desired. The important principle is for the COs to undertake an exercise not because it is a requirement or because it is mandated by HQ, but because it is perceived as useful and necessary in the context of the country programming process.   Decentralisation should in fact help the COs to strategise the programme preparation and delivery and not be inhibiting in nature. He also suggested that the COs should be exchanging experiences amongst themselves.

1.5
Recapitulation

U

NFPA has always had the benefit of TA to its programmes in one form or the other. The present form is the TAP with the CST as its centerpiece.  The CST provides two kinds of TA, one that is essentially UNFPA country programme oriented, and another which goes beyond the country program and contributes to larger national population and RH issues. Analysis of TA from CST/SAWA over the past eight years indicates that over three-quarters of both time and effort have been devoted to the needs of country programmes.

Experience indicates that over the years, the CSTs have been well accepted, by and large, within the TAP system and are even considered ‘indispensable’ by many country representatives. However in the more recent past, questions pertaining to the cost-effectiveness of this form of delivery of technical assistance, particularly directed to the cost of maintaining the CSTs, are being repeatedly asked by some members of the Executive Board. When doing cost analysis, one should also factor in the role that the CST plays in ensuring that all the rules, procedures and guidelines of UNFPA are adhered to.

In the context of realignment, UNFPA HQ has made several important references to the need for making CSTs more proactive and for keeping them focused on the prority of national capacity building. Based on this policy directive, the CST Directors worked together to develop a revised (draft) TOR. At the moment, these are under review by Headquarters because the TORs of other units of UNFPA have not yet been revised. The immediate organizational workplan is to ensure that all TORs for all units are revised, reviewed and made consistent with each other in terms of roles and responsibilities and division of labor.

The related issues were further discussed in a second plenary session and the participants concluded that there are many instances in which CST has added definite value to country programmes. Yet this concept remains elusive to some, not because CSTs do not add value but because the organization did not utilize the TA provided by the TAP in a systematic fashion and in ways that could readily reveal the value addition.  Instead, the TA was used in an isolated, sometimes disjointed, fashion consistent with the more immediate needs of the country offices and their programmes, and little, if any, attempt was made to keep track of the overall contribution using value addition criteria.  Whenever the issue of value addition came up, usually at the conclusion of a meeting of the Executive Board, a short-term effort was mounted to dig out and polish up lessons learned and best practices and present these as value addition.

In order to correct this situation, country offices should consider using TA from the CST more systematically and capitalize on inter-disciplinarity aspect of the CST.  As has already been acknowledged, it is widely recognized that the CST cannot be a complete repository of all information and technical skills required to deliver a quality programme. Therefore, national expertise in the form of both individuals and institutions needs to be effectively harnessed along with the utilization of expertise from CST. The participants in the APM 2001 suggested that country programs must benefit, particularly at the formulation stage, from an interdisciplinary team perspective. This is an approach similar to that used by lenders such as the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the International Development Authority (IDA).  At that initial stage, CSTs should assist country offices to (a) assess the technical capacity available in-country and (b) assess the TA needs of the new programme at different stages in its lifecycle. This joint exercise should analyze demand and supply of technical assistance factors according to the country program’s stages:

1. Programme/subprogramme formulation stage;

2. Project implementation stage, keeping track of synergies between  projects and sub-programmes; 

3. Monitoring stages, consisting of Annual Project Reviews, Annual Sub-Programme Reviews, Annual Program Reviews, and  Mid-Term Reviews;

4. Evaluation and thematic evaluation stages;

5. CPA preparation, providing feed back and lessons learned to improve programme design, execution and implementation modalities in the next cycle.

This exercise should further assess which of the total anticipated TA requirements can be provided by the CST, and then consider how best the remaining part can be arranged. The predominant aim of this joint exercise should be to enable a country office to deliver a quality programme. A strategic plan for necessary/anticipated TA should be appended to the country programme document

Experience indicates that much more strategic thinking is required at the formulation stage, particularly in terms of identifying and articulating risks, threats and assumptions.  Last year’s experience with shrinking fund availability is a good example of this as there is a constant danger of spreading limited resources too thinly and this is precisely where an integrated resources and results framework, as implied in RBM, would be essential. During the implementation phase, the Mid-Term Review (MTR) is a particularly important stage. Strategic corrections between the programme reach and expected results can be made at mid-course, given the resources available. CSTs can assist country offices in this strategic trade-off between these 3Rs: Reach, Results and Resources.

Presenting a summary of CST/SAWA work plan for 2001, Mr. Zaman pointed out that a good indicator of CST interface with the country offices is the number of requests for TA and the nature of such requests. While feedback from country offices on the utility of the CST has been encouraging, the CST would like to review the comments by the country offices on the revised (draft) TORs for the CST.  Support to country offices needs to go beyond just technical support to areas such as RH, Advocacy and PDS.  It also needs to cover audit and management. RBM is a theme that runs through all stages of country programmes. Hence support to RBM implementation can be a substantive focus of the CST in 2001 and beyond.

Mr. Zaman pointed out that at present about half the posts sanctioned for this CST are vacant.  He proposed that now is the time to focus on the 3Rs: Recompose, Recharge and Redefine to achieve the optimum team size and composition to match the TA needs of country programs and to be able to address strategic issues in the region.  While cost considerations are always important, cost-cutting should not come at the expense of quality and continuity of technical support. He proposed that the CST conduct a shadow pricing exercise which would impute market pricing to CST’s technical as well as the inputs related to ensuring the implementation of UNFPA guidelines.  Such shadow pricing would enable a fairer comparison of CSTs. He pointed out that in such an exercise one should also take into account the value of the knowledge of agency rules and procedures (in this case of UNFPA) that is available when there is a team of specialists who are current on these rules and procedures due to their continuous association with the agency concerned.

1.	NEW UNFPA  COUNTRY PROGRAMMING PROCESSES








� Notes on the First Working Session and the Annual Planning Meeting, 2001 including the resumption of Session 1 on Day 2.
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