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Report on Progress of the GTOS Participatory Review 

(Submitted by the K.C. Lai, Consultant)

Summary and Purpose of Document

This document summarises the progress of the participatory review exercise since its launch in late 2005. It outlines the purpose and key issues covered by the review. The forward looking orientation of the review and its focus on stock taking, lesson learning and programme improvement, and the need to consider cooperation and partnership issues, are briefly explained. The review strategy is to adopt a phased approach in information gathering and interaction with GTOS stakeholders. Such Interactions have commenced and are ongoing. It is too early to report substantially on the findings; however initial indications on a number of content and process issues which merit early discussion are highlighted. The importance of ownership of the review process by the Steering Committee and other GTOS partners is stressed, and their guidance on its approach, strategy and modalities requested.
ACTION PROPOSED

The meeting is invited to note the information contained in this document for discussion under Agenda Item 18.
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The Steering Committee are requested to consider and endorse the approach, strategy and modalities followed in the review process, and provide any additional advice and guidance needed. This should take into account the deliberations of the breakout group on revisiting the GTOS Implementation Plan of 1998.   



GTOS Participatory Review Exercise: A Progress Report 

K.C. Lai, Consultant (January 2006)

Background

As part of continuing support to its technical panels, thematic networks and programmes, the GTOS Secretariat launched, during the last quarter of 2005, a participatory review exercise. This is meant to feed into its planning and programming processes and help ensure GTOS continues to adapt to changing development and scientific needs over time. Key issues being covered include:

1) Relevance of GTOS in relation to its mission and mandated focal areas of global change, as one of three closely related Global Observing Systems. 

2) Achievements, strengths and weaknesses of GTOS, through a participatory review of its activities, outputs and main outcomes, focusing on quality, coverage, exchange and utilisation of terrestrial ecological data, products and tools needed in detection and management of environmental change;  

3) Involvement and participation of  co-sponsors, steering committee, network partners, panels and working groups) in the System, including the support and management of the GTOS secretariat and participation of other FAO units at various levels;

4) Implementation and management capacities of the GTOS secretariat, panel and programme entities, and how they could be improved, including availability & adequacy of funds, human and technical resources, suitability of  locations, institutional arrangements in place, and operating modalities; and

5) Appropriateness of GTOS strategies and operations, redirections and refocusing that might be needed to improve effectiveness, and practical steps necessary to enhance the role of GTOS at international and regional levels. 

Orientation and Approach

The orientation of the review is forward looking and formative, focusing on stock taking, lesson learning, and programme improvement, rather than summative account of impacts. It will draw on the experience of GTOS partners in review and evaluation processes, in particular FAO's auto-evaluation approach, which emphasises participation and reflection by programme managers. As a starting point, the original GTOS Implementation Plan (prepared in 1998) would be revisited. Whilst dated and in parts overtaken by events, this nonetheless provides an important point of reference in stock taking. 

Cooperation and Partnerships 

One important consideration is that to function as a coherent and effective system, GTOS depends critically on cooperation and partnership among a large number of different actors – agencies, institutions and individuals amongst its co-sponsors, sister observing systems, technical panels, programmes and networks. GTOS and its partners have a key role in leveraging technical and financial resources, and in catalyzing national, regional or international programmes. These call for a re-examination of partner activities and relationships and identification of untapped synergies
. The review would provide a basis for GTOS partners and contributors to reflect on what has worked well and what has not (or less so), and to systematically feed this back to assist in the shaping of future GTOS strategies and plans. 

The Review Strategy: Phased Approach

It is not the intention in this review to assess GTOS impacts at the eco-system or primary stakeholder (i.e. community and individual) level. Its concern is primarily with the output and initial outcome levels of the GTOS programme logic, relating respectively to: a) generation of knowledge, products, data and services; and b) engendering behavioural responses that could lead to attainment of desired environmental and developmental objectives, including the MDGs. 

The review process requires, in principle, interaction with and feedback from key GTOS stakeholders, including both contributors and users of GTOS related outputs (products, tools, and services). There are however a multiplicity of stakeholders, some of whom (especially secondary users) would be difficult to reach in a one-off exercise. The strategy here is to adopt an incremental and phased approach in information gathering, as part of a cyclical process of planning, feedback, analysis and re-planning. The review would consist of two phases. 

The first covers interactions with co-sponsors; sister observing systems; the chair/ director or team leader of technical panels and programmes; experts (individuals, institutions, centres of excellence) participating in or contributing to panels and programmes; and GTOS Secretariat personnel and human resources (including technical consultants). Both content and process issues will be reviewed, through various interactive methods, such as questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, SWOT analysis, and focus groups meetings, as well as analysis of web statistics and user surveys. 

At the same time inputs from the GTOS Steering Committee to the review process  would be sought whenever the opportunity arises. This would include SC meetings and workshops and working group deliberations: the first opportunity for this is at the SC Meeting, during 25 – 27 January. Besides plenary discussions, a breakout session is also planned. The latter would revisit the GTOS Implementation Plan of 1998
, in terms of its adequacy and continuing relevancy, and go on to examine future GTOS strategies and operations in light of developments.

The second phase, based in part on information from the first, would focus on interactions with the user community, including enhanced analysis of web statistics and more detailed survey of user needs (application domains, datasets, operational products, tools and services) and opportunities for synergies amongst partners, networks, and supporting institutions. This would include review of existing as well as new GTOS initiatives (including sustainable development objectives or GEOSS societal benefit areas previously not well covered). Special attention would be given to the roles and functions of TEMS, vis a vis networks and their users. Further interactions with respondents from the first stage would also be included. It is expected that the GTOS Steering Committee would be informed and provide guidance at all stages of the review process. The first inputs are anticipated during the SC Meeting of 25 – 27 January 2006, including the deliberations of the breakout group.

Progress and Future Schedule 

Since launch of the exercise in the last quarter of 2005, the consultant has been familiarizing himself with GTOS programmes and activities, including recent initiatives in relation to international conventions and sustainable development. It included identification of key stakeholders and their links to the GTOS programme logic (chart 1). Interactions with sister observing systems and co-sponsors have commenced, with visits to GOOS and UNESCO (December 2005), GCOS, WMO and also GEO (third week of January 2006), whilst interactions with FAO technical divisions and services as well as GTOS secretariat staff is ongoing. The chairs and/or directors of various technical panels have participated in a SWOT assessment (via questionnaire) of their respective panel activities, covering content and process aspects. 

A questionnaire has also been sent out to individual members (including past members) of technical panels and related programmes (like IGBP, IHDP) to obtain feedback and suggestions as to how GTOS activities and programmes could be further enhanced to ensure relevancy, effectiveness and coherence in relation to its mandate and the needs of international conventions and sustainable development initiatives (e.g. Rio, WSSD, CSD, national SD strategies). 

It is anticipated a preliminary draft of the findings of the first phase would be available by the end of March 2006. This would form the basis of a one-day GTOS internal management review and planning meeting (timing to be determined), to be attended by Secretariat staff and resource persons from relevant FAO divisions plus other external experts. (This may include additional brainstorming and focus group sessions).The target date for completion of the Draft Final Report is end of April 2006. Planning of the second phase could start as early as March 2006, but implementation will commence only following signing off of the first phase by GTOS management.

Initial Indications
It would be somewhat premature, at the present moment, to report substantially on findings of the review – responses are still coming in, and await collation and summary. Nonetheless, it is clear that a range of content as well as process issues are emerging, which require attention of the GTOS Steering Committee. The following would for instance merit early discussion:

a) The need to strengthen partnership arrangements, including technical and communication links among co-sponsors as well as respective technical panels. For instance, what more could be done to further exploit opportunities for dovetailing GTOS activities within priority programmes and activities of partner agencies? This applies also to FAO, the host organization.

b) How could greater coordination of outputs and deliverables of the various technical panels, towards a common set of objectives be facilitated? What could be done to integrate products and services, to support requirements of international conventions and sustainable development initiatives?  One interesting issue raised is the lack of a 'terrestrial JCOMM' – is this an idea worth pursuing?

c) There is a felt need to focus on standards, guidance materials and reporting guidelines for terrestrial variables. GTOS had accepted a lead in this (re: UNFCCC/ SBSTA Agenda 9 conclusions, 23rd session on 28 Nov 05). There would be need to gain acceptance and seek agreement as to obligations of the concerned parties, both climate and non-climate focused. How should GTOS prioritise its programme and panel activities in the near term (for reporting back to SBSTA by May 2007)?

d)  Jurisdictional difficulties and complexities relating to data acquisition and access for terrestrial variables would require concerted and pro-active effort. What practical actions should GTOS secretariat as well as partner agencies take, including through their institutional links with constituent nation governments, to arrive at appropriate data (including custodianship and release) policies and modalities to support reporting obligations? How could GEO and others support this?

Observations such as the above would need further discussion and verification as the review exercise progresses. However, they do provide initial indications as to the potential value of the auto-evaluation approach, and the scope for constructive inputs from participants in the exercise.

Guidance and Endorsement by SC

It is important that the Steering Committee and other GTOS partners have clear ownership of the review process. Their participation in and endorsement of the exercise are thus essential. The Steering Committee and other participants in the meeting are hereby requested to provide any needed advice and guidance on the approach, strategy and modalities followed, to ensure the review process would lead to practical actions that could enhance GTOS programmes and operations in the years to come.
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� This is consistent with recent UN initiatives to strengthen partnerships across the entire system, such as through the CEB. Lessons from the evaluation of 'FAO's Cross-organizational Strategy: Broadening Partnerships and Alliances' undertaken in 2005 are particularly relevant to GTOS.


� To view the GTOS 1998 IP, go to Table of Contents and 'Summary of Actions' section at the following link:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.fao.org/documents/show_cdr.asp?url_file=/DOCREP/005/X4978E/X4978E00.HTM" ��http://www.fao.org/documents/show_cdr.asp?url_file=/DOCREP/005/X4978E/X4978E00.HTM�
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