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February 2009 
Dear Colleagues,
Let me begin by wishing you and your colleagues a somewhat belated Happy New Year.  2009 will be a year of transition for the Fund as we move from what was mainly a design and approval phase to an implementation and monitoring for results phase.  My apologies for what is a longer than usual note but I hope that it will be useful to you and the MDG-F partners.
During this next phase, over 125 joint programmes (JPs) will be up and running in more than 50 countries. For the most part, these programmes are the product of extensive dialogue among UN Agencies, consultation with national counterparts and have all materialized under the leadership of the Resident Coordinator.  
This leadership will also be critical for the implementation phase where together with UNCTs, Resident Coordinators can help to provide the strategic guidance necessary to ensure that JPs are well inserted in the national development context and contribute to public policy dialogue and development that is focused on MDG achievement.

Over the coming three year period, the MDG-F will be guided by three strategies, and support for their implementation will be provided by the Secretariat.  These are monitoring and evaluation; communication and advocacy and knowledge management. They will be shared with you shortly.
Where We Stand
In 2008, we closed the last thematic window on the Private Sector and Development and we expect to have the final results for you in the coming days.  We apologise for the delay which was mainly due to IT issues.  While there are still joint programmes (JPs) yet to be approved, some have been ongoing for more than six months.  In late 2008, Spain increased the availability of funding for the last three windows by 90 million Euros.  The subsequent approval of this contribution highlighted Spain’s focus on results, beneficiaries, the need for detailed data and the importance of partnerships.
The following is a brief review of the MDG-F’s progress:

· Eight thematic windows closed
· Of the 93 approved Concept Notes (CNs), 75 JPs are approved for over US$419 million, 54 are signed and 37 have received their first year’s funding

· Of the 59 eligible countries, 46 have already approved programmes, 11 countries which have yet to benefit,  have submitted in the final windows with hopes of getting an approval and two countries will not have benefitted at all
In the coming months, the Secretariat will continue with its missions to Eastern Europe, Asia and Latin America, Africa as well as other countries we have not yet visited.  The objectives of these missions will also change as the Fund advances in time ensuring a common understanding of M&E, reviewing obstacles to joint programming and keeping the emphasis on achieving concrete results that will impact on the achievement of the MDGs.
As with previous RC Notes, allow me to give you some feedback from missions, lessons learned and tips for moving forward:
Formulation/approval Processes
OPAS: Despite our concerted efforts, we have continued to have teething problems with OPAS – the online submission software.  When it works, it is great but we are seriously questioning whether the strengths outweigh the weaknesses presented below.  Your comments would be welcome.
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	Transparency: The system reflects the decision making process (scores etc.) for each CN
	Technical problems with the server that the Secretariat was unable to anticipate

	Confidentiality: The members of the Technical Sub-Committees scores are only seen by the Convenor and the Secretariat
	Ongoing enhancement: The system required enhancements as the review process continued and so testing was done on the fly causing unexpected difficulties during the submission process

	Safe archiving of documents: Every document submitted to the MDG-F is archived and available for consultation
	Reactive technical support: The IT support team provided technical support when problems were identified but were not good about anticipating them and finding solutions ahead of time


Concept Notes/Joint Programmes: With time the quality of the concept notes has improved.  There has been no need for a second round due to quality for the last windows.  However, we note that the UN Country Teams are often more adept at writing CNs than they are at formulating JPs.  In general 50% or more (depending if you exclude Latin America or note) joint programmes are returned for revisions.  The Secretariat does have some theories on this issue and would appreciate your feedback:
	Points that improve quality
	Obstacles to better quality

	Sharing of lessons learned between UN Country Teams
	Lack of communication between MDG-F financed programmes in the same country

	National ownership from the start
	The RC and the National Steering Committee play more of a rubber stamping role in the approval process

	A National Steering Committee which invests time in the approval process
	Lack of national ownership

	A good understanding of RBM and M&E
	Lack of a common understanding on RBM concepts and experience with M&E


When reviewing joint programmes, the Secretariat looks closely at the link between the assessed problems and the identified solutions.  There should be coherence between the joint programme strategy and the MDGs, and the ongoing policies in the thematic area should be included in the situation analysis.  We look for concrete information on the beneficiaries and partners of the programme as well as how the programme proposes to measure results progress and impact on human development.  Including data, statistics, descriptions of local conditions, socio-economic status of beneficiaries, baselines etc. are all the more important when monitoring the performance of the programme against set targets for the indicators.  Not only should joint programmes be viable but sustainable and so providing details on outputs, activities and costs are helpful for their review.  Of course many elements go into a successful programme but these are just a few that the Secretariat considers when reviewing draft documents.
The following describes the main reasons why joint programmes are returned:
1. A situation analysis that is not evidence-based uses little socio-economic indicators and does not address well questions related to gender.

2. Describing the JP beneficiaries is extremely important and often a weakness in the formulation.  The socio-economic status of the beneficiaries should be included and the results framework should be very clear on the numbers.  It becomes very difficult to assess the potential impact of the programme as well as its cost-effectiveness if beneficiaries are not sufficiently identified.  This will also be key to the monitoring and evaluation of the programme to have well defined baselines.  [TIP: On those occasions where geographic zones are not selected or data is not available, please justify accordingly.]

3. Government partnerships are usually well identified though this does not extend to local authorities.  These local partnerships are often crucial to the success of a programme but little detail is offered on who they are and how they will be involved.  The same is applicable to the civil society and the private sector where formulation teams provide little description of neither the groups nor how they will participate in all phases of the programme. [TIP: Provide information not only on the partners but how the joint programme will establish ownership at the local level as well.]
4. We have seen some excellent lessons learned provided in the JPs but there are instances where the formulation team neglects to address the risks associated with the programme.  As previously indicated, the MDG-F does not shy away from risky programmes but we want to know that those risks are being well managed.  Many formulation teams limit themselves to listing existing programmes in the thematic area but it is important to detail the lessons coming out of those programmes both positive and negative and how they contribute to the programme itself.
5. The geographic zones are identified (too often this is not the case) but little data is provided on those specific areas. [TIP: Select geographic areas of intervention prior to joint programme submission and include details.]

6. The results framework lacks rigor, does not follow the RBM guidelines and can be “light” that the Secretariat cannot justify the requested funds.  We have seen one line activities with budgets over $1 million; SMART outputs repeated as activities; no outcome indicators; no baselines; more than one UN agency per SMART output; budgets not matching throughout the document; etc.
7. While less frequent, the Secretariat still sees joint programmes proposing that programme units are hosted in the UN agency offices.  This is not in line with the Paris Declaration and must be amply justified to be approved.  After reading the results framework and the management section, we occasionally question whether the joint programme is truly joint - or simply several individual UN agency projects knitted together.  This is unacceptable for the MDG-F.  Please remember that this will be an important consideration during the mid-term review which is under the leadership of the Secretariat.
8. The monitoring and evaluation plan continues to be a weak element in all joint programmes.  The Secretariat recognizes that all joint programmes have made an outstanding effort to design monitoring and evaluation frameworks of reasonable quality; however, the Secretariat has identified some common problems that would like to share with you to improve and prepare for future M&E activities: 

a. Output-outcome rationale: In some cases the causal linkage between the output and the outcome levels is either weak or it is not clearly stated. This might become a problem in the future, when mid-term evaluations assess the theory of change of the programme and find out it is necessary to reconstruct the programme logic from scratch in order to fully evaluate it. 

b. Baselines: On some occasions the initial value of the indicators for the M&E framework have not been collected. This will complicate the monitoring and evaluation functions through the life of the programme and eventually produce distortions on the measurements of the effects and the image of the programme itself.

c. Indicators: Some joint programmes use too many indicators to measure an outcome or an output. Indicators need to collect the meaningful information on key aspects on the effects and products or services the joint program provides. A rule of thumb to bear in mind when designing indicators is to have at least one and no more than 3 indicators per output/outcomes. 

d. The essential problem in designing indicators is to capture significant values to describe or acknowledge progress on output/outcome level. In this regards we advice to use quantitative and qualitative indicators. Many joint programs use only quantitative indicators to measure progress but in many occasions quality measures are needed.

e.  Finally as a piece of general advice, we remind you to use the SMART indicator approach to design your indicators as it has proven a useful practice in M&E.
As you can imagine, the Secretariat is reluctant to return JPs as this delays the start up in the field and of course requires additional work on the part of the formulation team.  None the less, the Secretariat (and Spain) is convinced that the success of the MDG-F calls for attention to the above-mentioned details.  When you do get a document returned to you, you will get two sets of comments:  one from the Secretariat and one from the MDTF Office.  It is important to address each and every one of these comments and it facilitates our review if you explain in your cover note how and where they were addressed.  This also applies when you receive the final approval of your joint programme i.e. do not forget to address the comments in the transmittal memo as well as those in the MDTF Office’s email.  There have been instances where programmes needed to be resigned before funds could get disbursed.  Common MDTF Office issues include: 
· Not including a summary of the QWP broken down per UN organisation by budget category (please use 2006 budget categories)

· Lack of exact correlation between the amounts in the Summary results framework, AWP and the fund transfer form

· Need to indicate the amount going to each participating UN organisation on the cover page
· Please make sure to include a breakdown by budget description for the whole joint programme 

In view of the above, following the selection of the final Concept Notes, the MDG-F Secretariat will invite representatives of formulation teams to a workshop to assist them in preparing the programme document.
The participation of non-resident agencies (NRAs) has not always been easy.  The Secretariat has received feedback that RCs do not always sufficiently involve the NRAs at the CN phase.  However we’ve also received some feedback that some NRAs lack the capacity to fully participate once they become part of the process.  The Secretariat has insisted that NRAs who become lead agencies must have a presence in the field.  On the other hand the MDG-F should not be used as an opportunity to build a presence in the field by UN Agencies.  Additionally, the Secretariat consistently reviews the added advantage of all UN agencies in a joint programme whether an NRA or not.  Please keep in mind that NRAs do require advance notice for meetings and should participate in the selection of the Programme Coordinator.
The Secretariat has received some feedback that the burdens put on the lead agency are not sufficiently acknowledged or reimbursed.  Please remember that formulation teams have access to $20,000.  We would certainly appreciate more feedback from Agencies on this point as you move towards implementation.  A note of caution, if a Programme Coordinator/Manager is recruited, he/she should not be considered the staff member of the lead agency but at the service of all the partners.

Implementation
While we have encountered an enthusiastic response towards joint programming, we’ve also noted the concern for the lack of clear guidelines.  The Honduras office (with the support of the MDG-F Secretariat) is working on a manual with colleagues from several other MDG-F countries in the region.  UNDOCO is also monitoring this effort and should the end result be good, we will have it translated and shared with all of you.  In the meantime, we would welcome all your comments on difficulties encountered in the joint programming process.
Monitoring, Evaluation and Reporting
Now that we have an M&E Advisor on board (please see the annexed organigramme), the draft M&E strategy is under discussion with the UN Evaluation Group and other UN agencies and should be approved by the Steering Committee this coming February.  

I’d like to take this opportunity to clarify the reporting requirements:

· Quarterly

· One page narrative progress

· Colour-coded annual work plan

· Financial reporting from UN Agency HQs

· Annual

· Annual report (guidelines are being forwarded by the MDTF Office)

· Financial reporting from UN Agency HQs

· Request for second year’s budget

· Fund transfer form (http://www.undp.org/mdtf/mdgf/overview.shtml)
· New annual work plan

· M&E plan with results

Communication & Advocacy
The role of communication and advocacy in achieving and transmitting development results is pivotal and as such ensuring that it receives the attention necessary within and beyond Joint Programmes is critical.  
We urge you to develop your own communication & advocacy strategy that helps achieve programme results, strengthen accountability to national counterparts and influence the relevant public policies your given JPs are trying to address.  In countries where more than one JP is running, we encourage you to share resources and search for synergies.  The MDG-F strategy can provide an overall framework that can then be adapted to the national context.

Do continue to use the MDG-F logo on all communication materials to represent the UN and Spain and try to combine it with the national Government logo.  Activating the role of the UNCGs as a platform for joint UN communications on the MDGs and related goals could also give a boost to communication efforts. 
The MDG-F Secretariat has a new Advocacy & Partnerships Advisor who is available for support to joint programme teams.  As you move towards the implementation of your programmes, please remember to take photos, film important events, document success stories and lessons learned and to share them with the Secretariat. 
During our missions in the field, we have received feedback from some Governments that they do not feel that information regarding the implementation (most particularly as this relates to financial information) is being shared with them.  I’m sure you’ll agree that transparency with Government is an important part of the principles of the Paris Declaration.
We also encourage your programme teams to share all reports with the Secretariat.

Knowledge Management
We are still working on finalizing the knowledge management strategy but this piece should also be approved in our next Steering Committee with Spain.  We are working with the UNDP Knowledge Management team to put in place an electronic platform during the month of March and we hope this will be operational by April 2009.  We will also be discussing the involvement of the Convenor agencies in knowledge management in the beginning of April 2009 in Paris.
MDG-F Secretariat
As a final note, there continues to be some confusion between the MDG-F Secretariat and the MDTF Office.  The MDTF Office supports the Secretariat in the transfer of funds to the UN Agency Headquarters as well as in collating the quarterly and annual narrative and financial reports.  The MDG-F Secretariat is responsible for supporting the UNDP-Spain Steering Committee and in implementing its decisions as well as for the monitoring and evaluation of the Fund and its joint programmes.  The Secretariat provides support to the MDG-F partners on thematic issues, issues related to joint programming, communication, monitoring and evaluation, etc.  
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Secretariat Organigramme
Pending the arrival of our new colleague, the portfolio is covered by Sophie de Caen and Sara Ferrer Olivella
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