The MEAL System for Poorest Areas Civil Society Program


MEAL Progress Update (September 30, 2004)
Background

The PACS Programme is supporting 89 projects involving around 350 CSOs and approximately 3000 staff working directly in and around 6000 villages. The Monitoring Evaluation And Learning (MEAL) system has been designed and is being implemented to map the progress and capture learnings for multiple stakeholders at the community, project and programme level. A successful MEAL pilot was done in Maharashtra and Jharkhand in July-August 2004. A robust MEAL system has been established and is expected to throw up more evidence of successes, failures and learning for better programme governance, efficacy, relevance and effectiveness.

The PACS Programme is being analyzed on five key parameters as suggested by DFID in terms of three key signs: 

· Signs of progress 

· Signs of Change and  

· Signs of Learning.
The signs are based on five key parameters: 

· Capacities of PACS Programme partners (advocacy for pro-poor policies)

· Strengthened demand side articulation by the poor 

· Improved interaction with government 

· Improved institutional capacities and comprehensive MEAL system in place

The Management Consultants (MC) contracted Catalyst Management Services (CMS), Bangalore, for designing this learning-based system.

MEAL has been designed to capture the signs at all levels and utilize the same for achieving the programme goal. 
There has been considerable progress in the acceptance of the MEAL. MEAL is being perceived to have a cutting edge influence on the programme design, programme efficacy and programme-related goals at all levels. Some initial resistance was witnessed in Maharashtra during the pilot phase. Now, with some customisation, MEAL is being accepted by some as a revolutionary step in programme governance, refinement and programme efficacy.

MEAL is designed around meeting information needs of various stakeholders so that they can execute their roles and functions effectively. A seamlessly functioning MEAL system will provide the following information to various levels of stakeholders:

	Monitoring
	Evaluation
	Learning

	CSO Level

	· Project progress – inputs, activities - quantity and quality

· Inputs, linkages with other programmes (Govt., CSO, private)

· Understanding the project processes, quality of processes, pre-conditions

· Progress towards achievement of outputs


	· Baseline status – project community situation and CSO organization capacity

· Clear project design

· Progress towards purpose of CSO projects 

· Project impacts: Changes at community level (livelihoods, institutions, participation, power relations, conflicts etc) 

· Disaggregated data on gender, poor, and socially disadvantaged

· Attributability

· Changes in institutional capacities
	· Quality information that can help in programme learning and improvement- Best practices, thematic approaches, non-PACS approaches, stories of change, local/district level policy issues, govt. regulations, schemes and programmes, project management tools 

· Capturing experiences and feedback

· Information on issues of key concern

· Experiences of other CSOs and Other PACS and non-PACS stakeholders 

	State Level

	· Analysis and aggregation of progress – input, activities and outputs of CSO projects 

· Progress on partnerships, networking and advocacy efforts

· Feedback and dissemination
	· PACS performance in the state-CSO achieving purpose and CSO capacity improvement and coverage (themes, geographical, poor)

· Achievements of network, partnership and dissemination

· Development trend 
	· Quality synthesized information that aids the process of supporting CSOs - best practices, thematic approaches, approaches used by other ROs, non-PACS approaches, stories of change, district/state level policy issues, govt. regulations, schemes and programmes, project management tools 

· Research for socio-political situations and other issues that can help in project planning, implementation

· Experiences of other PACS partners



	National Level 
	
	

	· Development trend at state and national PACS level

· Progress on partnerships, networking and advocacy efforts at national level

· Analysis and aggregation of progress at national level
	· CSO performance

· Institutional performance (SSRO, CMS,  NCAS etc.)

· PACS performance
	· Quality synthesized information that aid the process of supporting CSOs - best practices, thematic approaches,  non-PACS approaches, stories of change, state/national level policy issues, govt. regulations, schemes and programmes, project management tools 

· Synthesized information for dissemination

· Experiences and feedback within PACS

· Non-PACS learning

	DFID Level 

	· Overall development trend
	· Evidences of PACS improving CSO capacities

· Evidences of successful CSO programmes delivery
	· Evidences of learning system in place

· Dissemination to and from PACS


Key Progress Achieved during April –Sept.30, 2004

The MEAL implementation process was finalized with deliberations between CMS, MC and Resource Organisations (ROs) during Feb.-April 2004 and then it was shared with all ROs in May 2004. 
A workshop with Maharashtra and Jharkhand ROs for mini-pilots in these two states was conducted on May 8, 2004. Development, refinement and translation of MEAL tools and techniques were done during May-June 2004. Recruitment of state MEAL coordinators was completed in June 2004.

By June, the first draft of the MEAL Facilitators’ Manual was ready. It was piloted in two states. The Maharashtra mini-pilot was completed in July 2004. The Jharkhand mini-pilot with state core groups (SCG) meeting was completed in Aug.2004.

Considering the need to create more understanding for implementation, the experience gained in the mini-pilots was shared with all ROs on August 6 and 7, 2004. A report on experiential learning based on the mini-pilot experience was prepared in August 2004. Further revisions in tools and techniques, including revised translation were done during Aug-Sept 2004.

CSOs needed to be informed on MEAL processes and for this purpose a detailed CSO User Note on MEAL was prepared in August 2004. The note was shared with CSOs in MP and Chhattisgarh on the occasion of the peer learning workshop. A Marathi version of the note is ready and will be distributed soon.

Capacity building of state MEAL coordinators on various identified aspects (strategic planning, MEAL concepts and principles, thematic areas) was done.
For fulfilling all the personnel requirements for MEAL implementation, a National MEAL Coordinator was recruited at Development Alternatives (DA) on August 30, 2004. Capacity building of MIT representatives from all states on facilitation skills was completed in August 2004.

Facilitators manuals have been revised on the basis of the inputs for the same. Draft-3 was released in September 2004 and Draft-4 was done in October 2004. 
Introduction of MEAL to CSO heads and project coordinators was done during peer learning workshops in five states (Sept.04). 
MIT meetings in all states for further orientation on MEAL and for upscale planning have taken place and plans are ready. SCG meetings took place in three states for discussing scaling up of MEAL. Formation of the Jharkhand up scaling process was completed for phase-1 in four CSO projects (NEEDS, Chetana Vikas, Badlao, and Judav) 

MEAL Implementation Report (as on September 30, 2004)

Most of the states, except Bihar, have divided the MEAL implementation process in two phases:

· Phase I covers Activity, Process and Output Monitoring and 
· Phase-2 covers OD, CBIA and Learning System 

Maharashtra and Jharkhand plan to achieve Phase-1 tasks by Dec.2004.  Phase-2 is planned to be completed by Mar. 2005. MP and UP partners have decided to implement phase-1 by Jan.2005 and phase-2 by Apr.2005. Bihar MIT has decided to divide the implementation process into three phases.
Key Achievements

· Successful demonstration of efficacy of MEAL principles in Maharashtra and Jharkhand during mini-pilots
· Programme-wide consensus on MEAL up scaling in all the states, all together
· Role integration for the implementation of MEAL achieved among ROs in Maharashtra and Jharkhand
· Successful introduction of MEAL to CSO heads in all PACS Programme states
· Overall appreciation of the system by various stakeholders
· ROs keenness to integrate MEAL principles in their SS and PD functions   
Key Problems and Concerns

· There are constraints related to Bihar– ROs are new. Hence MEAL implementation process will concentrate initially on Output Monitoring only. From January onwards, progress is expected on all the instruments of MEAL.

· A need has been expressed for more role clarity among MIT constituents, i.e. SS RO, PD ROs and State MEAL Coordinators and CMS. The MC has shared the detailed roles worked out during workshops with ROs in Feb. 2004 to make headway in this direction. MIT orientation on MEAL to generate more discussions and clarity on the subject.

· Integration of MEAL with SS and PD function demands additional time from ROs, especially initially when MEAL roll out is happening in all CSO projects. Efforts are being made to manage time commitments with PACS Programme and other assignments.

· Some CSOs have raised the issue of increased financial expenditure due to MEAL exercises, provisions for which are presumably not provided in the current budgets. Estimates have been sought from the MITs for addressing the additional requirements for the last quarter of the year. 
Key Learnings

· Develop stakeholder consensus for achieving better outcomes
· Managing initial resistances in the change process
· Demonstrating effectiveness of the MEAL system 
· Require improvement in facilitation skills for better implementation (value framework being developed for the purpose)  
· Mechanisms are required for ensuring quality control across CSO projects and across states during MEAL implementation process
· Jharkhand experience till date suggests that more time is required at each CSO for reflections on inputs-process-outputs (at present it is four days). This is required all the more so as the MEAL process need to keep pace with the learning speed of the average participant, especially field workers and village volunteers. However, in Maharashtra, small CSOs required only two-three days. Continuous interaction and a follow up visit by MIT are required for continuous motivation of the staff and for troubleshooting. 
Conclusion

The MEAL system is established and geared for addressing the PACS programme strategy of realizing the goal and purpose of the programme. 
The system is built on the network of ROs and CSOs for intensifying monitoring and evaluation and enriching learning at all levels. 

Community based impact assessments of the programme are guided to get more alignment with the programme’s expectation and the expectations of the community. 
OD self assessment tool is directed for generation of information that helps decision-making in the functioning of the organization. OD self assessment helps in realizing the programme goals of building capacities of organisations. 
Horizontal support systems created through the implementation of MEAL systems, supporting advocacy networks and communication network are geared for further enhancing the likelihood the realization of PACS Programme goals: 
· empowering the poor in the most backward and poorest districts of India to realize entitlements more effectively and in sustainable ways and, 
· building the capacities of the CSOs for realizing the entitlements for the poor.
ENDS
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