MONITORING & EVALUATION OF PEASANT PRODUCTION SYSTEMS AND THEIR INTEGRATION TO THE ORGANISATIONAL M&E SYSTEM – AN EXPERIENCE WORTH SHARING BY THE “MANAGEMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES IN THE SOUTHERN HIGHLANDS” PROJECT (MARENASS)

The Management of Natural Resources in the Southern Highlands Project (MARENASS) started its field activities in 1998, under Loan Agreement 386–PE between the Government of Peru and IFAD, which ended in December 2004.  At present, MARENASS continues to implement its activities with funding from national sources only and has Permanent Activity status, as it has become institutionalised.  Monitoring & Evaluation at MARENASS has been developed both at community and organisational levels. 

Monitoring and evaluation at community level
How peasant families understand and interpret their own realities and management of their territories – Community-based participatory appraisal
As in every project, “participatory appraisals” were expected to be conducted as stated in the MARENASS project design, but communities were expected to do so by using scale models.  However, prior to using this approach, the project team examined its feasibility in the context of peasant household territories, and arrived at the conclusion that scale modelling was not the most suitable instrument for conducting participatory appraisals, due to the high cost involved in their development, their rigidity when its comes to representing physiographic characteristics and territorial boundaries, difficulties in their transportation and handling, and having to rely on external advisors (architects or model designers), a technical resource that is inexistent in the target communities.  Instead of this, a talking map approach was selected, as it is a methodology already tested by other organisations. 
According to this approach, communities as organisations and their families develop and present talking maps that graphically represent the issues, restrictions and potential use of their natural resources, and community development of their territories.  Each community prepares three different types of maps.  One depicts the past, going back 25 to 30 years, and describes the situation of resources and territorial assets at that time.  A second map depicts the present or current situation.  Finally, a third map describes the future, including proposals for change – i.e., how communities see themselves as they will be 25 to 30 years from now.  These maps are displayed and explained by community leaders themselves, supported by those who helped them in developing the maps.  They are also used as a community baseline, as a benchmark against which to measure results over time and develop community Annual Plans.  They are usually developed in a month’s time by work groups and in community meetings, and are based on proposals and agreements taken in a participatory, democratic manner by men, women, young people, older people, and children.
The “Past Map” describes and explains in a graphical manner, for example, that their natural resources used to be in better conservation and landscaping conditions, the community had better production capacity, and population numbers were low.  However, the community was structured around a “hacienda” or “ayllu” (family clan) and lacked access to goods and services or roads, schools, etc.  On the other hand, the “Present Map” overwhelmingly features problems: everything is scarce and there is social conflict, resources have little productive value, etc.  They also take this exercise as an opportunity for expressing their feelings, and they claim that they have either forgotten or are forgetting or have little knowledge on what their ancestors taught them.  For this reason, community members often have low self-esteem - they claim to be very poor, drunk, envious and helpless, attaching little value to themselves as humans and clearly reliant on welfare.  What is encouraging is their “Future Map,” which reflects more positive thoughts, brings up new ideas for progress and hope, talks about visions or dreams and puts forward proposals and projects to strive for a life worth living.  Organisational commitments therefore seek to build on this.
Families, being part of the community, saw how practical and useful the mapping exercises were, developed ownership over them and set out to replicate them. 

How should peasant planning be understood?

The “Future Map” enables male and female agricultural producers to plan their activities based on their own realities and opportunities; it embodies their vision of improvement or change in their territories, and their planning is therefore short term.  When planning, each stakeholder endeavours to actively participate as a member of an organised community and family unit.  Their projects and activities are jointly prioritised and reflect the multi-dimensional nature of development, as they address not only the use of natural resources but also other social, cultural, economic and environmental issues.  They are also aware that there are other public-private agents in their territories who can provide their support.  Their plans are graphically represented on flipcharts with simple illustrations, very clearly reflecting the activities they plan to implement or improve.  Their planned activities are based on their agricultural calendar.  This exercise is also useful for identifying potential partners, and particularly clarifying where they are to implement their planned activities.  However, they are restricted by the fact that they are not able to quantify their activities, because their cultural codes and practices do not include mathematic units currently in use, let alone quantifiable projections. 

MARENASS had to be flexible with regard to its commitment to donors to use donor-provided funding exclusively on natural resource management activities.  Developing a more flexible proposal was really challenging, as it forced us to seek partnerships with other organisational actors to meet communities’ demands, which were very objectively voiced.  Indeed, communities expressed in their planning their desire for good school infrastructure, a road, a cemetery, electricity, drinking water, etc., all of them issues that were not included in the original project proposal. 

As time went by, and particularly as of the second year of intervention, processes started to improve as a result of learnings taking place.  Initially, their planned activities involved issues well known to them and somehow restricted to the local level.  It was therefore decided to promote internships at successful experiences under similar environmental conditions, to expand their demands and proposals to other areas, including zoning, technical change, and income improvement.  This led to a more comprehensive, technologically upgraded planning.

It should be highlighted that jointly planned activities are implemented at a family and also group  level, through events based on healthy competition between communities, households, and leaders, whose outcomes allow them to lower their costs, seek higher efficiency in the quality and use of their products and resources, and strengthen their own organisation.  These events are held on a half-yearly basis, allowing them enough time to implement activities included in their planning.

Social control within the community – Monitoring of community and family activities
The highest decision-making body in the community is a General Assembly, but it transfers responsibility over the management of community business to a Community Board, under permanent social control of families.  Further, the body responsible for monitoring activities as outlined in community plans, as well as making sure commitments are fulfilled, is the Community Board, created by virtue of the Law of Peasant Communities.  It is the Community Board, with support from the community promoter, who is accountable to MARENASS and assesses physical progress in the rating of family contests.

To help the Community Board fulfil this role in an effective manner, MARENASS supports the communities by providing them with the funding required to recruit community promoters.  One of these actors’ roles is to monitor and evaluate actions within the community.

Community promoters also play a liaison and mediating role between the project and the community, and their roles include summoning the peasant contest events, awarding the prizes; drafting the contest’s terms of reference, identifying criteria for rating, developing instruments to record the event’s results, and developing a document recording the granting of awards and a public and very festive award ceremony.  An issue often faced at this stage is having to identify suitable members of the jury who are knowledgeable on the subject and unbiased.

Exactly what is rated at healthy competition events or contests? Selected members of the jury, together with the community promoter and peasant leaders, pay a visit to each family and monitor the work conducted, the size of the area worked on, the weights achieved, the issues faced and successfully addressed, and any innovations implemented.  The results of this quantitative and qualitative data recorded in customised format at a household level are then confirmed by the Community Board and sent to the organisation, where they are fed into the organisational data base.

Not everyone is happy with the contest results, and questions are sometimes raised on how unbiased jury members really are.  However, once they are able to see the results of their work on their land plots or livestock, they tend to value the effort undertaken and the benefits more than the prize itself. 

The community promoter is the main actor in this monitoring process, supported by the relevant community leader.  The community promoter is responsible for collecting quantitative data as well as the perceptions of board members, community leaders, and households regarding the benefits and difficulties faced along the way.  All this data is fed into a project proposal that is presented by the community promoter at monthly meetings with the organisation.   

Are peasants enabled to assess change? 

During the two years following project start-up, communities and households are already able to see change, and the need arises for them to examine and verbally express progress.  They then ask the project to consider organising a contest to enable them to conduct their own self-assessment.  This is done by drawing up a map contrasting their present and future maps.  This is an ideal timing for the project to accompany the community with studies and/or thematic evaluations to measure change, make adjustments or confirm the methodological proposal. 

This phase coincides with the final phase of the (four-year) agreement with the community, which makes it even more interesting.  By agreement of the community assembly, a special event is organised to mark the end of the agreement and develop a final self-assessment contest.  Within a month, board members jointly develop a “change map,” illustrating their achievements in terms of physical targets and the benefits that these gradually yield as a collective good, as well as any technological innovations introduced.  In some cases, a second, support map is presented in a public event, with photographs that are referred to as “talking photos.”  The aim is for their municipal authorities to see and recognise that communities under their jurisdiction have their own projects and are improving their living conditions and, more importantly, that they are able to use those public resources provided to them in an efficient manner.  Following the self-assessment, all these materials are displayed in a community facility to preserve their value and serve as an example for generations to come. 

As a value added of this self-assessment work, and based on a new vision for the future, a new map is developed and called “community strategic development map,” clearly illustrating their projects to create surplus and value added, rather than agricultural and livestock-rearing products only.  This post-project situational map has become instrumental for negotiating further projects in partnership with other agencies.

What did we learn?

Peasants very quickly owned and implemented the Talking Map development approach, as it is a flexible mechanism that may be reviewed and adjusted even after being developed.  In addition, it is a mechanism for strengthening peasant identity that has perfectly fit into the knowledge-creation system and allows taking action and speeding up development processes managed by communities themselves.  In other words, these maps are technical-methodological instruments for communication and vision development that are very easy to develop and useful for interpreting, monitoring and evaluating impact.
The Talking Map exercises showed that peasants are able to conduct action research (based on a trial and error approach), and are aware of and have control over their geographical realities, territories, risk factors, production practices, relation to local markets and life strategies in spite of their difficult conditions. 

With regard to peasant planning, these maps were also useful for community zoning, which increases opportunities for exerting control over their territories, and they emphasise the collective use and management of resources, including water resources, forests, and roads, also highlighting that families regard their own property (even their homes) as part of their production and social organisation system.  

The planning process makes them attach more value to collective and family-based decisions and therefore they are more inclined to commit their own investments.  However, they recognise that their own timing is not the same as that of the project, and they barely understand what medium- and long-term means.  In spite of this, they do adjust to organisational timings. 

Increasing transparency of information creates more trust both within the community and between the community and the organisation.  As the information comes directly from the implementing actors, it is more trustworthy to the organisation.

Inspiration and encouragement are even more reinforced during evaluations and are important for creating sustainable change in people’s lives (raising their self-esteem, creating trust and enhancing social controls), based on their own organisation and leadership.  Participants also recognise the benefits of government-provided services, accessed through MARENASS. 

Monitoring and evaluation at an organisational level
M&E starts with regular meetings with community promoters, who act as an operating bridge between the community and the project.  Through working directly with stakeholders, promoters are able to better respond to the following questions: What are they doing? How are they doing it? How much are they doing? Who is doing it? What for?  This information is then shared and jointly examined with all the promoters at each MARENASS Area Office, to draw up and suggest proposals for improvement or address the issues being faced by each promoter when accompanying communities. 

Qualitative and quantitative data is delivered by promoters for its processing at each Area Office, and is then sent to the Monitoring and Evaluation Office – (in Spanish, OSE).  The OSE hosts meetings with the Coordination, Monitoring and Evaluation Committee (in Spanish, COCOSE), attended by the entire project staff.  The information is then discussed, and new proposals, suggestions, etc., are jointly agreed, recorded in Minutes for their implementation, and included in the following year’s planning.  The OSE processes the information and reports it back to the relevant officials.

A baseline was only developed by the project during the fourth year of project implementation.  This negatively affected the characteristics of the data to be collected, as well as the identification and prioritisation of indicators for measuring intervention results.  For this reason, the project team used information coming from the community itself and based their conclusions on the changes perceived by households.  The project also considered it useful to use research and thematic assessments to support the process evaluation, by providing better information on the accuracy and consistency of the MARENASS proposal.
Towards the end of the Loan Agreement the OSE, with PREVAL support and facilitation, developed and implemented a number of participatory evaluation workshops where insights were collected from community actors themselves with the aim to look for agreements and differences with regard to the work conducted and also develop joint proposals between all the peasant stakeholders.  Based on the workshop results, meetings were held in each area to look for common goals and partnerships with other agencies for implementation of new projects.

Within each province, to reinforce transparency and provide feedback on project results to users and society at large, a Final Report was publicly shared at forums that enabled discussion of the project’s advantages and disadvantages.

Mid-term and terminal evaluations were conducted by IFAD as specified in the Loan Agreement. The project has also been assessed by the government on an annual basis through the relevant ministries and, on its final year, the Office of the Comptroller General conducted an impact assessment, which is rare for this government institution, and whose main conclusion was to recommend that the project be further implemented in an ongoing manner in areas facing extreme poverty.  This was endorsed by the communities themselves in the presence of decision makers.
