EB 2010/99/R.6: Peer Review of IFAD’s Office of Evaluation and Evaluation Function
Independence and governance

Based on an examination of peer reviews of United Nations agencies, the IFAD evaluation system is arguably the most independent of all United Nations agencies. Boards in ECG members are strong advocates for independent evaluation and protect the independence when required. Effective governance and board oversight are cornerstones of a constructive working relationship between independent evaluation departments and management in development institutions. In the case of IFAD, the EC plays the lead role in supporting the Executive Board in this area. The December 2004 change to the EC’s terms of reference was a positive development, broadening its role and bringing its mandate closer to good ECG practice. Despite this progress, the Panel has concluded that the EC/Executive Board should put in place stronger systems to ensure that the Executive Board provides better oversight of OE to make it more accountable, including in the area of financial management, and to address issues related to OE´s relationship with Management. Ways also need to be found to strengthen the Executive Board’s efforts to promote the use of evaluation findings to facilitate learning and accountability.
The approach to evaluation in IFAD

Management has made significant efforts to put in place the processes found in the self-evaluation systems of most ECG members. IFAD now has a functioning self-evaluation system, which is designed to assess the performance of projects and country programmes at entry, during implementation and at completion and to track the implementation of evaluation recommendations agreed in the ACP process. While weaknesses remain to be addressed, given the progress that has been made in improving the PCRs, OE now should move towards validating the PCRs and base its portfolio analysis on both project evaluations and validated PCRs. Adopting the ECG approach of validating PCRs should improve cost efficiency by allowing OE to undertake lighter project evaluations, thus freeing up resources. This would allow OE to undertake more strategic evaluations of portfolio performance, which, in turn, would contribute to increasing the effectiveness and use of evaluation findings.

Evaluation approach and methodology

OE’s approach is consistent with some, but not all, of the ECG good practice standards (GPS) for public sector project and country evaluations and United Nations Evaluation Group’s Norms and Standards. A major difference between good ECG practice and IFAD practice is OE’s limited connection to the self-evaluation system. OE reports are generally well written, and evaluations cite evidence from a variety of sources to validate conclusions. Although OE’s quality assurance practices have some positive features, overall the approach used should be less prescriptive regarding the evaluation approach defined in the Evaluation Manual and focus more on whether the most appropriate evaluation methodology for a particular situation has been selected and correctly implemented.
Quality issues in the self-evaluation system

Most components of the self-evaluation system have been put in place or significantly strengthened since 2006, a development that represents a major accomplishment. Key strengths of the current self-evaluation system are its comprehensive coverage, increased results orientation, updated guidelines and use of ratings that are mostly harmonized between OE and PMD. 

Cost effectiveness and efficiency gains

Since it became independent OE’s budget has grown more slowly than IFAD’s administrative budget, at slightly over half the rate of IFAD’s budget since 2005. However, OE’s budget still accounts for a larger proportion of IFAD’s administrative budget than is the case in other ECG members. The costs of the project and country evaluations also seem high relative to the actual scope of these evaluations in the experience of the Panel members. The positive developments in IFAD during the past few years present opportunities for OE to change some of its practices to become more efficient. In particular, a shift to validating PCRs and bringing OE’s approaches closer to those used in ECG members has the potential to generate efficiency gains. OE processes, procedures and costs should be scrutinized to identify specific opportunities to improve efficiency and save costs. OE should aggregate and analyze available financial information and use this information as a management tool to focus on improving cost efficiency.
Recommendations

Recommendation 1: The Executive Board reaffirms its commitment to the principles of IFAD’s independent evaluation function and asks the General Counsel to prepare a paper for its consideration that identifies options for the necessary changes to resolve any possible legal incompatibilities between the Evaluation Policy and the Agreement Establishing IFAD in a way that fully respects the wishes of the shareholders for an independent evaluation function, as expressed under the Sixth Replenishment. 

Recommendation 2: The Executive Board, through the Evaluation Committee, strengthens the oversight and accountability of the Office of Evaluation and its independence from Management. 

Recommendation 3: OE harmonizes its approach to evaluation with that of Evaluation Cooperation Group good practice by basing OE’s portfolio and project assessments more heavily on evidence drawn from validated project completion reports. 
Recommendation 4: IFAD further strengthens the use of evaluation findings, learning and the feedback loop. 

Recommendation 5: OE identifies ways to improve further the quality through use of a broader range of evaluation approaches and methodologies. 

Recommendation 6: Management prepares a costed action plan covering the next five years, which establishes priorities and makes the case for additional funding and more staff time within a feasible resource envelope to strengthen the self-evaluation system, so that it is increasingly used to help achieve development results. 

Recommendation 7: OE improves its efficiency by using more cost efficient approaches, while enhancing quality and effectiveness, in carrying out its programme of work and more efficient ways of undertaking its work.
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