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List of Abbreviations

	ACEP
	Centre for Advancement of Community Empowerment and Partnership

	BARD
	Bank of Agriculture and Rural Development

	CA
	Cooperative Alliance

	DARD
	Department of Agriculture and Rural Development

	ECCODE
	Thai Nguyen Women’s Economic Collaboration for Development

	M&E
	Monitoring and Evaluation

	MOU
	Memorandum of understanding

	NGO
	Non Government Organisation

	PSC
	Project Steering Committee

	SEDP
	Socio-Economic Development Plan

	SIEED
	Social Inclusion in Economic Enterprise Development 

	SPB
	Social Policy Bank

	TOT
	Training of Trainers

	VSLA
	Village Savings and Loan Association

	WU
	Women’s Union


Summary Report 
	Four evaluation criteria
	Evaluation Result
	Basis

	Effectiveness
	High
	(+) Project has attracted 2076 group members and formed 108 groups.
(+) Participation of women, ethnic minorities and poor people ahead of indicators

(+) Anecdotal evidence suggests project has contributed to increased incomes for participants
 (+) WU Fund for Poor Women has been established and is disbursing funds.

(+) Training activities with SPB have resulted in a group loan 

(+) VSLA pilot program implemented and five groups established
(+) Political empowerment and local representation of some group leaders and farmer trainers 

(-) Training delays and communication breakdowns with groups/facilitators have resulted in negative income outcomes

 (-) Group members not yet reporting any change in their involvement in economic decision-making. 
(-) Market link activities delayed 

	Impact
	Both negative and positive impacts
	(+) Group membership and training has lead to increased involvement in local political activities and greater willingness of participants to be involved in local affairs
(+) Knowledge has been spontaneously shared from group members to non-participants.

(+/-) Very poor able to participate in most livelihood models, however, goat model requires capital investments that excludes the very poor.

(-) Delayed capacity building activities resulted in livestock losses and negative impacts on livelihood security and income.
(-) Lack of market understanding and connections may undermine gains from productivity improvements
(-) The lack of SPB supervision over loans suggests potential for participants to be drawn into a cycle of long-term indebtedness, however, evidence as to whether this is occurring is lacking.  The final evaluation should investigate further. 

	Relevance
	Very High
	(+) Group approach aligns with government approach

(+) Satisfaction with group participation is high (97%) and drop out rates low (2%).
(+) Capacity building activities are genuinely needs-based.  
(+) Demand for credit exceeds supply suggesting that there is an unmet need and that improving the supply of credit is relevant for group members.

	Sustainability
	Low, but with scope for improvement in final year
	(+) Minimal use of unsustainable financial assistance, focus is genuinely on capacity building

(+) CA is in a strong position to continue to implement a full range of ECCODE activities after the project ends. 

(-) No strategy or activities in place to ensure continuing access for groups to technical skills and knowledge.
(-) No formal strategy or activities in place to ensure continuing access for farmer trainers  to technical skills and knowledge

(-) Limited access to markets: a few groups have a limited number of connections; the remaining groups have extremely limited knowledge of their product’s market. 

	Recommendations for Year 4
	Groups, staff, partners and capacity building

1) Provide additional training for project staff on developing market linkages 

2) Develop market linkages as advised by independent consultant report 
3) Identify and train new farmer trainers.

a) Link farmer trainers to ongoing education and training through the WU, CA, government extension services or other alternatives.

4) Improve communication between facilitators, groups and project staff
Credit

5) Improve WU Fund and SPB’s capacity for monitoring and supervising loans

a) If appropriate, assist in the development of a policy for lending to groups
6) As new VSLA groups are formed, collect simple baseline data on economic circumstances such as income.
Final evaluation

7) Introduce random sampling methodology.

8) To measure income change, include questions regarding changes in purchasing and saving behaviours over the years of the project.  
9) To measure credit impact:
a) To assess SPB capacity change, if data is available then compare SPB loan data (number of loans, payback rates) from project communes and non-project communes
b) To assess WU Fund impact, discuss loan use, payback rates, business impacts with loan recipients.

	
	

	Recommendations for future CARE projects
	Group formation

· Group-formation should be concentrated in the earliest years of the project: groups formed in the final year will undermine the sustainability, positive impact and effectiveness of the project 

· Forming collaboration and cooperative groups can face resistance due to project beneficiaries drawing parallels with ‘old-style’ cooperatives.  

Capacity building

· Analyse markets and develop market linkages early in the project lifecycle by incorporating rapid market analysis or value chain analysis into the screening of livelihood models.  

· In the project design, include a tool for assessing markets and value chains 

Credit
· Continue to monitor the ECCODE pilot VSLA groups after the end of the project to evaluate the success of the model.
Project design

· Provide training for staff in random sampling for project evaluation to ensure evaluation results are robust and valid

· Consider ease of measurement and the likelihood of obtaining quality data when designing indicator
· Provide details about how indicators will be measured in the M&E plan.  

	
	

	Conclusion
	The project’s approach to poverty reduction through group formation and capacity building is effective.  Participatory needs assessment for groups and project partners means that project activities are highly relevant to all project participants.

The sustainability of the project for groups and farmer trainers is dependent on groups forming their on relationships to access knowledge and skills after the project ends.  A lack of market linkages may undermine gains for groups from productivity improvements. Ensuring the project credit’s activities are linked to poverty reduction will improve both the effectiveness and positive impact of the project.  Providing stronger links for groups to markets, information and service providers may improve the sustainability and positive long-term impact of the project considerably.


1. Overview
Stage of implementation
The project began on 1 May 2008 is anticipated to end on 30 April 2012. The ECCODE Project has completed its third fiscal year, from 1 May 2010 to 30 April 2011. 
Implementing agencies/institutions
Implementing agency: CARE Danmark/CARE Vietnam
Local partner (implementing partner): Women’s Union (WU)
Associates (collaborating partner): Centre for Advancement of Community Empowerment and Partnership (ACEP) and the Cooperative Alliance (CA)
Evaluation methodology
Step 1 – Evaluation Survey:  The first step in the evaluation was undertaken by project staff who, using the M&E framework, designed an evaluation survey for project partners and participants.  ECCODE, SIEED and partner staff divided into three evaluation teams to tackle the three main activities of the project: group formation, capacity building and credit.  The three evaluation teams conducted individual and group interviews with group members, project partners and project participants who have participated in capacity building activities.  Interviews took place from 10-14 April 2011. 
	Sampling

	Groups

	25 individuals (individual interviews)

	13 groups (8 interest groups, 5 collaboration groups) (groups discussions)

	6 farmer trainers

	Partners


	5 local partner staff members (CA and WU network at provincial and district level)

	2 local partner leaders at provincial level (CA and WU)

	2 chairman/vice chairman of commune people committee 

	14 group facilitators (network of WU at commune level)

	Credit

	1 staff member and 1 manager from SPB, Dinh Hoa branch

	1 staff member and 1 manager from Management Board of Supporting Funds for Thai Nguyen Poor Women

	5 groups

- 2 VSLA groups: Thanh Cong in Diem Mac, Phuc Sinh in Phuc Chu

- 3 interest groups: fish, chicken raising IG, goat raising IG

	12 individuals

- 2 borrowers from the fish farming IG 

- 4 members of the chicken raising group

- 2 members of goat raising group (not yet received loans)

- 4 members of VSLA


The sampling of groups for the group formation interviews resulted in collaboration groups representing 50% of the sample, despite representing only 16,7% of the total number of groups.  This sampling has biased the results towards the groups that are more likely to be better-performing or in existence for a longer time-frame.  For the final evaluation, employing a random sampling method which better reflects the distribution of interest and collaboration groups will give results which better reflect reality and improve the validity of the evaluation.
Step 2 – Review of documents: In addition to interviews, the evaluation has encompassed a through review of project documentation, including, but not limited to: project design documents; monitoring and evaluation plans; interim narrative reports; quarterly reports, project indicators and M&E data.
Step 3 – Staff Workshop:  Additional information was collected and discussed during a two day workshop (on 21 and 22 April) with project managers and project officers from CARE (ECCODE and SIEED staff), the Women’s Union representatives, ACEP and CA staff.  
Step 4 – Additional evaluation interviews: An additional series of meetings were held in Thai Nguyen on 11-13 May to collect information through semi-structured group interviews with project beneficiaries from the potato, tea, chicken and bee groups.  

The report addresses four evaluation criteria, relevance, effectiveness, impact and sustainability.  The efficiency of the project will not be considered in this report as it is beyond the scope of the internal review.  The project’s two specific objectives have been assessed separately against the four evaluation criteria. 

Review of logframe indicators

The indicator logframe is included as an annex to this document.  
The indicators have largely been achieved, however, there are some exceptions that deserve further discussion:

Income indicators 

There are four indicators that are focussed on measuring income change and poverty levels for project participants:

1) Poverty level according to MOLISA

2) Poverty level according to VHLSS
3) Income increased of households participating in cooperation groups relative to non-participating households after one year of participation
4) At least 50% of group members earn less than the MOLISA/DOLISA poverty line per month when joining group
These indicators do not provide a good measure of the impact of the project on income change for several reasons:

MOLISA and VHLSS poverty lines measure the broad impact of government policy and changing economic conditions at a communal, provincial or national level but will not capture the impacts of the project’s local district and household level.  These poverty line measures do not allow for comparison between project and non-project households or individuals but may be able to be used as a point of reference (a baseline) to compare changes in project household income with the poverty level provided by MOLISA or VHLSS for the commune or province.
A second factor which alters these indicators is the government issued a decision (Decision 1572/CT/TTG) in 2010 which changed the poverty line.  The change in poverty line may impact the eligibility criteria set by the project for group participation (see indicator 4, above).  
Next steps
For the final evaluation of the project, project participants and non-participants should be interviewed to allow comparison in income changes over the course of the project. 
If MOLISA or VHLSS data is used as a point of comparison for the project’s impacts, consideration should be given to the accuracy of the government data, the way the data is sampled and collected, and how poverty is measured.  

Credit indicators
There is only one indicator which measures credit activity:
“People's Credit Fund established in target area OR coverage of PCF in Thai Nguyen town expanded to cover target area before end of project.”
This indicator does not accurately reflect the activities that the project is undertaking concerning credit, this is most probably because the credit component of the project was originally intended for another location.  The project’s credit activities have focussed on three separate areas: capacity building for SPB and BARD; capacity building for the WU to aid the establishment of the WU’s Fund; and, piloting the VSLA program in Vietnam.  

Next steps

In order to reflect the reality of the project and measure the activities that the project has undertaken, it is essential to develop several new indicators.  

Firstly, measure the impact on group member poverty levels/incomes as a result of joining a new VSLA group.  Given the focus of the project on reducing poverty and improving economic empowerment, the effectiveness of the VSLA groups at contributing to the project’s overall goal should be measured.  If CARE intends to use the Thai Nguyen VSLA groups as a pilot, then baseline data must be collected for VSLA members, when the groups are formed.  This baseline data will enable CARE to begin the process of evaluating the efficacy and impact of the initiative in Vietnam.
Secondly, any changes in capacity at SPB and BARD should be recorded.  A quantitative indicator to capture any changes in the number of loans made in project districts as compared to similar districts may provide some information about the impact of the project.  In addition, qualitative questions regarding SPB’s ability to provide loans would also provide information that would help to measure impact. 

Finally, the indicator for the WU Fund has been met with the establishment of the fund.  It is now necessary to link the credit activities to the project’s overall goal of poverty reduction and begin to measure the impact of fund loans (positive or negative) on the incomes and economic decision making in project districts where loans have been distributed.  

Review of design assumptions

Group size 

The project design document assumes that groups would be roughly half the size (10 people) that they are in reality (20+ people).  As a result of this assumption, the project has targeted over 2000 beneficiaries but has not met the indicator for group formation.

Credit indicator

The single indicator relating to credit activities was designed for a project in Son La rather than Thai Nguyen.  This indicator is not sufficient to cover the breadth of credit-related activities undertaken by ECCODE in Thai Nguyen.  The link between the project objective, credit activities, and indicators is not well aligned.  The credit activities may be contributing to the project goals but this is not currently being measured.    
Collaboration groups and Cooperatives
The indicators for both collaboration and cooperative group formation appear to be overly ambitious.  Project staff report resistance amongst some participants to upgrading and formalising group structures (collaboration groups), and particularly to forming cooperatives due to negative past experiences with cooperatives.  In the project design it was not anticipated that collaboration and cooperative groups would be an unappealing model for participants.  The project has found it difficult to differentiate between ‘old-style’ and ‘new-style’ cooperatives in a way that is sufficiently appealing to group members. 
Major Achievements
Groups
In its third year the project has made significant progress towards achieving the majority of indicators.  By the end of April 2011, 108 groups with 2,076 members were established and operating with support from the project. Participation of women, minorities and poor people is notably ahead of project indicators.  The results of an internal evaluation provided evidence that the project has had an initial impact on improving local livelihoods.
Capacity building
One of the strengths of the project is in the focus on capacity building, particularly the development of the farmer-trainer network.  The project has trained 25 farmer trainers, including 20 women, and has proved that the farmer trainers can be extremely effective providers of relevant, locally adapted training.  
The project has made relatively minimal use of cash hand-outs and has instead supported an extremely comprehensive range of training activities for the 14 different livelihood models enabling groups to start new livelihood ventures and improve the productivity of current activities. 
The relationship between ECCODE staff and the WU is demonstrably open and very constructive.  The WU also reported that their role and perception with the community has been enhanced by participation in the project. 
Capacity building activities for project partners have wide ranging reflecting the differing requirements of the partners.  The WU reported that their staff at all levels have received training and have adopted new ways of working as a result.  Several junior staff members from ACEP and CA have received comprehensive on-the-job training and mentoring.  CA appears to be in a good position and have the capacity to independently continue many of the project activities after ECCODE ends.
Credit

The project has been a testing ground in Thai Nguyen for the CARE VSLA model.  The project has shown there to be demand for this kind of community credit association and has successfully established five VSLA groups with poor people in the commune.  

Capacity building activities with SPB have resulted in the first group loan being made by SPB to the Binh Minh chicken group which has had a very positive impact on the business activities of the group.  
The Thai Nguyen Women’s Union Fund for Poor Women has been established, with assistance from the project and has made its first loans.  

Shortcomings, Problems and Explanations
Groups
Economic empowerment was reported as unchanged during the evaluation survey.  Project staff commented that this indicator was difficult to discuss during the survey and required sensitivity.  Before presuming that this finding is conclusive, a review of the evaluation survey questions and evaluation methodology may provide insight into why no changes were reported.  For the final evaluation, additional or new questions may need to be added.  

The project’s participants faced several disease outbreaks during the course of the third year of the project.  While the project has the knowledge, skills and resources to deal with such problems, the feedback mechanisms between groups, facilitators and project staff failed to work sufficiently quickly.  Better communication mechanisms between all parties would improve outcomes for project participants.

Capacity building

In Year 3 project activities have continued to focus on building technical agricultural production skills and improving product quality.  These goals remain priorities but in the final year of the project the focus needs to shift to forming strong linkages between farmers and markets.  

The project has proved that the farmer trainers can be extremely effective, however, the relative small number of trainers and incomplete training is hampering their effectiveness.  Increasing the number of trainers and providing opportunities for trainers to link to ongoing educational opportunities will be essential if the project is to have long term impacts. 
Credit
The link between credit activities and the project’s overall goal is not explicit.  In theory, if undersupplied, the provision of credit could spur the development of income-generating activities, consequently meeting project goals.  For the final year of the project, developing indicators and measuring the impact of the credit activities on poverty reduction would provide helpful evidence of the project’s impact.  
2. Project Evaluation 
Effectiveness 
Summary
Groups
· The project is effectively targeting the poor, ethnic minorities and women. Ahead of indicators, 82% of group members are women, 78% ethnic minority and 69% are classified as poor.
· People have willing joined the project and there are 2076 people participating as group members, slightly ahead of the indicator target.  However, there are only 108 groups compared to a target of 184.  Groups have more members than anticipated. 
· Ninety percent of collaboration group members report income increases of between 10-20% that they attribute to project activities.

· Mid-term evaluation surveys found no change in group members’ influence over [household] economic decision making. This finding may be due to difficulties in collecting this information. The final evaluation will need to investigate this further. 
Capacity

· Ninety-seven percent of groups report being satisfied or totally satisfied with training activities.
· All project partners report very high levels of satisfaction with training content and method of delivery.
Credit

· Current indicators for credit activities do not capture project activity and the subsequent income or poverty impacts, thus, establishing effectiveness is difficult. 
· The VSLA program has enabled five groups (74 group members) to begin to generate savings.  As of April 2011, collective savings are at 15 million dong.

· The project has assisted the Women’s Union to establish a Fund for Poor Women. The fund has a total of 121 million dong for distribution.  Distributions have occurred to two groups to the value of VND35 million. 

· The project’s activities have increased capacity at SPB and BARD which has led to five group members receiving loans totalling VND700 million.

· Through the project’s endorsement and encouragement, the SPB has made its first ever loan to a group.  This loan was worth VND30 million and was granted to the Binh Minh Chick Collaboration Group for the purchase of an incubator. The loan was promptly repaid within a few months. 
Recommendations
Groups

· Continue to implement the group formation model as driven by demand.  Recognise that establishing a large number of new groups in Year 4 may undermine the effectiveness of the project by leaving new groups with insufficient time for capacity development. 

· Provide support to groups if they choose to upgrade from interest group to collaboration group status recognising that the choice to upgrade is the decision of the groups themselves.
· Economic decision-making showed no response to project activities.  For the final evaluation, survey questions on this topic should be reviewed and refined to determine why. 

Capacity building

· Increase the number of farmer trainers and the number of livelihood models that have a farmer trainer.

· Facilitate regular communication between groups, facilitators and project staff.  

· Ensure groups receive training in a timely fashion that aligns with the production cycle.
· Increase the emphasis on market linkages and facilitate workshops along the value chain for all groups.

· There are no recommendations regarding changes to capacity building activities for partners.  Activities should proceed as before. 

Credit

· Develop credit indicators that reflect the ECCODE project activities.  The mid-term evaluation suggests progress is being made but it is currently not recorded objectively.  A clear objective that links credit activities with the project goal, measured by new indicators could help to quantify the role of credit activities in raising incomes and increasing economic autonomy.
· Cement the knowledge and capacity of the five existing VSLA groups and the Fund for Poor Women.  

· Consider carefully the appropriateness and implications of further expansion of VSLA groups in Year 4.  There is potential that group formed in Year 4 will not have sufficiently long running support to be sustainable

· Continue capacity building activities with SPB: 

· Improving loan documentation may assist in protecting borrowers from being burdened by inappropriate, unproductive and unnecessary debt.

· If appropriate, consider assisting in the development of a group loan policy.

· As appropriate, discuss the unavailability of mid-size loan with SPB and Fund management with the view to providing a suitable loan product in future.
Group formation and participation

The project is on-track for the number of participants recruited to form groups (2076 actual versus an indicator of 1912 individuals) but is behind the Year 3 indicators for the number of groups formed (108 formed versus an indicator of 184).  This suggests that the average group size is larger than anticipated in the project documents.  The participatory nature of group formation could suggest that larger groups may be preferred by project participants.  During the evaluation, group members (from four groups) reported that their groups could and would continue to absorb new members and that this wouldn’t negatively affect group operation.  Given that the project is on-track for reaching individuals, reaching group formation targets may not have a noticeable impact on the project’s goal.  

By successfully recruiting both ethnic minorities (Year 3 data shows 78% are minority, well ahead of the target 60%) and women (82% against an indicator 66%) as group members, the project is effectively targeting the poorest and more marginalised individuals.  In addition, 20 of the 25 farmer trainers are women, indicating that women have been encouraged to not only participate in groups but also accept leadership positions within the project.  
The target for Year 3 is for the formation of a total of 41 collaboration groups and 4-5 cooperative groups, however, there are only 17 collaboration groups and no cooperatives to date. The EoP target for 50 collaboration groups to be established is unachievable.  There may be ramifications for the effectiveness and sustainability of the project as collaboration and cooperative groups are much more likely than interest groups continue activities beyond the end of the project because they have more experience and better capacity to organise, manage and plan.  
The Year 3 evaluation found that 9/10 (90%) of collaboration and interest groups reported increase in their members’ income of between 10-20% when compared with pre-project income.  The Tea group was the exception because their group activities have not yet generated income. The findings regarding income lack rigour because sampling gave equal weight to answers from collaboration and interest groups.  In reality, the collaboration groups represent only 16% percent of the total groups, however, they represented 39% of the evaluation sample.  Collaboration groups could be regarded as the more successful groups and may be more likely to report positive impacts from the project interventions.  
Discussions with project staff, WU, ACEP and CA all interviewees felt that the project was having a noticeable and positive impact on income.  However, it was also noted that there have been livestock losses for some groups because of a slow reaction to disease, this is likely to have had negative income.  

At the final evaluation, it is recommended that random sample of all groups is taken to provide an objective measure of the effectiveness of the project at raising incomes.  There should be comparison of ‘before’ and ‘after’ for project participants and a comparison between project sites and non-project sites as it currently impossible to separate gains attributable to the project from gains attributable to (non-project) economic change within the province. 
The findings regarding increased economic decision-making showed no change as a result of project activities.  Project staff described difficulties in evaluating and measuring responses to questions relating to economic autonomy and empowerment.  For the final evaluation, questions regarding this topic should be reviewed and refined.  
Evaluating the effectiveness of capacity building activities
How effective are capacity building activities for project partners?
The evaluation results for technical training indicate high levels of satisfaction on the part of group members with the quality and suitability of training. Of those interviewed, 97% were totally satisfied or satisfied (26/37 totally satisfied; 10 satisfied; 1 unsatisfied).
Training is organised in response to need and is delivered in a way that is interesting and accessible to farmer-participants.  
Mr. Điep- trainer of pig model “Now I feel confident when guiding people how to raise pigs, and I get trust from the community. They even called me ‘Teacher’”

The use of farmer trainers has proved a suitable and effective way of delivering training to groups.  Farmer trainers have undoubtedly contributed to the realisation of the project’s goals: they are less costly than external trainers, their knowledge is tailored to local conditions and they have shown they are able to adapt training materials to ensure local relevance, gaining respect in the process:
Ms. Chu (Farmer Trainer - Chicken model): “I had an experience with 2 male trainees of a chicken group – in the beginning they were uninterested, and sat outside the door. But, after 30 minutes, they sat in a line and listened carefully. After that, they told me that I had talked about the diseases and problems that they were facing…”
However, the potential of farmer trainers is limited by the small number available: there are currently 25 to serve a total of 108 groups with 2076 group members.  It is understandable that 25 individuals cannot assist all groups in the timeliest way. Unfortunately, there have been several instances where training or information has not been provided in rapidly enough leading to the loss of livestock from disease.  The small number of farmer trainers is not entirely to blame: project staff have also identified a break-down in communication between group members, facilitators and project staff as another reason for the slow response to group needs.  
The effectiveness of the project is undermined by the late delivery of training or inability to provide information and techniques in response to urgent need.  For very poor people the loss of crops or livestock is likely to severely undermine their economic stability and confidence.  In Year 4, increasing the number of farmer trainer and improving communication between facilitators, groups and project staff will directly contribute to improving the effectiveness of the project. 
Training has continued to focus on production and product quality improvements in Year 3.  Identifying potential markets for group products has not yet occurred and as a consequence groups are yet to develop comprehensive links with middle men, buyers/traders or consumers of their products.  A group’s capacity to generate increased income will be limited by the amount of product that can be sold.  Without the assistance of the project, it is unlikely groups will be able to spontaneously make connections along the value chain.  The lack of links to market has serious ramifications for the effectiveness and sustainability of the project.  
In Year 4, the focus should be on utilising the information obtained from the consultancy on market linkages.  For the remaining twelve models that have not been analysed in the consultant’s report, groups can be introduced to the concepts of market analysis by enabling them to join workshops on market links.  
How effective are capacity building activities for project partners?
The WU has been the main implementing partner and co-manager in all aspect of the project.  The relationship between ECCODE staff and the WU during the evaluation workshop was demonstrably open and very constructive.  The WU reported that their staff at all levels have received training and have adopted new ways of working as a result, with training being passed on to those not at courses.  
Ms. Vân (District WU): “With the course on how to organize a meeting at community, after learning theory, we worked in a team and practiced. After that, we sat together and shared experience and learnt useful lesson from each other” 

The WU also reported that their role and perception with the community has been enhanced by participation in the project.  
Ms. Thoa (Group Facilitator): “Previously, I usually felt nervous when talking in front of crowd. But after attended presentation training provided by project, now I feel confident when presenting anything” 

The ACEP and CA staff members assigned to the project indicated that their skills an confidence had grown significantly as a result of involvement in ECCODE.  
Mr Minh, CA: “CA has learned about mobilising people and a new way of approaching people based on their needs.”   
Initially, the effectiveness of the collaboration with ACEP and CA may have been limited by the relatively junior staff that were assigned to the project.  This potential limitation has been overcome by partnering more junior ACEP and CA staff with ECCODE staff to allow close supervision and build confidence to work independently after the project ends. As is highlighted by this observation from a CA staff member:
Ms. Huyen (CA): “We admired and are totally satisfied with the teaching methodology of project. That’s the most impressive thing I’ve found”
Evaluating the effectiveness of credit activities 

The effectiveness of the VSLA program
The original aim of the Village Saving and Loan Association (VSLA) program within the ECCODE project was to test if there was demand for VSLA and if the product was appropriate for low income household in Thai Nguyen.  The project evaluation found that demand for credit from groups is outstripping supply, suggesting an unmet need within the project area.  Five VLSA groups (with 74 members) have been formed and groups report changes in saving habits: members have greater discipline for saving and some low-income members have already accumulated money for future investments.  Savings currently total VND15 million for the five groups.  
The extent to which the VSLA activities will contribute to the project purpose of increasing incomes, depends on:
· VSLA organizations being self-sustaining and continuing beyond the term of the project

· savings or loans being invested in productive activities

In the final year of the project, it is important to ensure that the five VSLA groups are running well and are capable of continuing.  
Given that VSLA groups are only recently formed and data is lacking, it is difficult to attribute any income changes to the VSLA.  Baseline measures should be taken when VSLA are established in order that follow-up evaluations can occur at the end of the project.
The effectiveness of the SPB and BARD capacity building program

As of Year 3, loans from the SPB of VND5-10 million/household (1-3 year term) have helped members of the chicken and fish raising models to invest, as instructed by the project, resulting in income increases.  Constraints on the loan size offered by SPB mean that the loans are not sufficient for models (such as goats) which require larger initial investments.  ECCODE does not set loan terms and conditions but instead provides information on alternative products such as VSLA which can assist in farmers accessing additional capital.  
As a result of project capacity building activities SPB staff report to being more confident and proactive in communications and transactions with clients.  In the eight project communes where training was provided, staff worked more effectively compared to other communes in the district.  In addition, activities undertaken with SPB staff have resulted in changes to the disbursement of loans, from equal payments to all to a more sustainable needs-based approach.  The project’s influence over national SPB policies is likely to be limited but the project appears to have some influence over loan criteria and bank decision making at the commune level.  For project staff, continuing to build bank staff capacity is likely to have positive outcomes for project participant’s access to credit.
The credit activities undertaken by the project have effectively helped around 70 group members who are very poor to access business-related loans through the SPB.  Each group member has received approximately VND10 million to invest in their businesses.
The effectiveness of the Thai Nguyen Women’s Union Fund for Poor Women
The Thai Nguyen Women’s Union established the Fund for Supporting Poor Women was officially established on 23 November 2010 with an initial endowment of VND500 million. Since then, the fund has disbursed more than VND120 million to 35 group members for business investment.  
ECCODE has supported the Fund by organising a study tour to a similar fund in Quang Ninh and by supplying equipment and technical support for the Fund.  As yet, the effectiveness of this Fund in increasing incomes, economic autonomy and livelihoods of project beneficiaries cannot yet be determined.  Preliminary data from the first six months of operation suggests that loans are chiefly being used for investment into small businesses and that loan repayment requirements are being satisfied.  However, there are no indicators to measure the impact of the Fund on the incomes or livelihoods of project participants and it cannot be assumed that making credit available will have a positive impact.  
Establishing indicators that measure the impact of the Fund on incomes is important and will link the project’s credit activities to the overall project goal. 
Relevance
Summary

· The project is in-line with national and provincial policy.  The Project Steering Committee structure ensures that local-level government representatives understand and are engaged with the project’s direction.

· The formation of interest groups is relevant and appealing to the target group as evidenced by a drop-out rate from all groups of only 2%.  However, previous (negative) experience with ‘old-style’ cooperatives has resulted in lower-than-expected uptake of the project’s ‘new-style’ collaboration and cooperative group models.
· Needs-based assessment ensures the relevance of capacity building activities for both group members (97% were satisfied or highly satisfied) and project partners. 

· The project has identified that demand for credit outstrips supply indicating that there is an unmet need and that improving the supply of credit is relevant for group members.
Recommendations 

· Ensure that the model fits the financial capacity of the group members (i.e. goat model may not be appropriate for very poor because require access to capital)

· Ensure the timely delivery of training and improve communication between groups to align the project’s activities with the needs of target group
National and Provincial
The overall project goal
 and specific objective
 are in accordance with the development policy of Vietnam which promotes poverty reduction through increasingly independent and market-based means.  The project’s approach which encourages the formation of collaboration groups aligns well with Vietnamese government ideology for collective action.  The project’s partnership with the Women’s Union, a quasi-state authority, provides an excellent network and access to target beneficiaries while also providing links to local government.    

At a provincial level, ECCODE and local government (Department of Agriculture and rural development – DARD) have both supported the development of quality assurance (VietGAP) initiatives for tea producers.  The project has ongoing and very close cooperation with DARD to integrate the two tea groups into a long-term provincial programme which improves the standards of tea production, one of remarkable products of the province. If this integration activity is successful, this can be seen as evidence for the alignment of the project’s activities with the goals of the provincial government. Several meetings between project staff, tea groups and DARD have helped to clarify the roles and responsibilities of each side and the timeframes for the tea group can gain VietGap certificate in the shortest possible time.

Support and enthusiasm for the project from the Women’s Union is strong because the WU is integrated into the project’s structure at all levels from provincial management to commune level implementation.  The WU have a co-management role in the project and are able to influence project plans and activities.  In addition, the strong relationship allows for open dialogue between CARE and the WU about problems with WU facilitators.  The training the WU members have received from the project is relevant and is being employed by WU staff in other (non-project) activities.  The WU reports capacity improvements at all levels of the organisation.  WU staff also report that knowledge gained from training activities is shared, formally and informally, with other colleagues. 

Evaluating the relevance of the group approach

The objective of the project is to provide support for poor people to increase their incomes and their economic autonomy.  Forming groups is, in general, both relevant and appealing to participants as evidenced by the recruitment of 2076 group members at the end of Year 3.  The project’s relevance to participants is supported by drop-out rates that are essentially zero (2%).  Maintaining high participation rates is a pre-requisite for project success because it enables project staff to engage participants in a program of capacity building activities over the course of the project and contributes to the ultimate realisation of project purpose.  

The ability of group members to choose the preferred livelihood model, choose training activities and make training plans ensures relevance of the project activities to the target communities. However, in some cases, the investment required to participate in some models may have excluded poor people.  This is most relevant to the chicken model which 7/13 collaboration group members described the investment for poor people as too high, or, required borrowing.  

The project has admirably met and surpassed the targets for participation of women, ethnic minorities and poor people in the groups.  The fact that women represent 80% of the farmer trainers suggests that women are not only passively participating but also taking leadership positions within the project structure.

Evaluating the relevance of capacity building activities
Capacity building activities for groups and farmer trainers
The training supplied by ECCODE is based on learning-by-doing and practical demonstrations.  During discussions participants highlighted the usefulness and applicability of the training material.  For farmer trainers, training in adult education methods and delivering practical demonstrations have provided the skills the trainers need to gain respect from their ‘students’:
Ms. Chi (Farmer trainer for pig and rice models): ‘Somebody told me that “You are even better than certified lecture from university”’

In theory, training modules have been aligned with on-farm seasonal activities, however, in some cases the project has been unable to coordinate this appropriately.  The materials and methodology remain relevant but a late delivery of training means that people lack the skills to cope with unforeseen events such as disease outbreaks.   Ensuring the timely delivery of training and improving communication between groups and project staff would align the project’s activities with the needs of target group, thus improving the effectiveness and relevance of the project.   

Capacity building activities for partners
The chief project partners, the WU and CA, have been active participants during both the planning and implementation phases.  They have been actively involved in devising a capacity building plan: survey, design action plan, implementation and yearly adjustment.  CA confirmed that the cooperation contract and action plan was clear and they understood their role and the project’s role thoroughly.  A member of CA’s management confirmed the strong relevance of the project to CA:

Mr Minh, CA: “The objective of the project fits well with CA’s goals…We always want to apply what we’ve learned”.  
The majority of training courses are proposed by project partners, for example, TOT CEFE and news writing skill for CA; gender, presentation skills, TOT on HIV and discrimination for the WU.  CA management identified the writing skills capacity building in conjunction with support for the newsletter as the best training that CA staff have participated in. The WU, ACEP and CA all expressed high levels of satisfaction with the training they have received through the project.  Courses were both well regarded in terms of the applicability of the material and the accessible method of delivery.   Training was relevant not only to this project but also to other activities undertaken by project partners who reported improvements in capacity and confidence in other work activities.  
Evaluating the relevance of credit activities
VSLA

With regard to the VSLA product, the low stock value (VND10,000/stock) is suited to poor people’s financial conditions allowing them to participate.  With regard to capacity, this product is most relevant for groups that have a greater sophistication of management and commitment to implementing their production model.  Project staff estimate that it takes in excess of one year for groups to gain confidence to be able to be self sufficient with management.  For less established groups, credit through VSLA may not be relevant to their needs because the skills required to establish a VSLA a fund may be too great.  

Other credit options
The credit options available are relevant to some groups and some individual project participants, however, there is no single credit option that is or should be relevant to all.  The need for credit, the size of the loan and the loan terms will all depend on individual circumstances.  The project has been aware of this and has adopted an approach that provides information about credit products to match circumstances.
Sustainability
Summary

· 80% of interest groups and 100% of collaboration groups interviewed are expected to continue their operations after the project ends.  
· The ability of the group to update knowledge and learn new techniques will depend on access to farmer trainers and the relationships they have formed external consultants.
· The sustainability of some groups is likely to depend on the group being able to raise (through savings) or access (through loans) sufficient capital to continue.  

· Farmer trainers need to have an ongoing connection to technical information and practical training to maintain their skills.
· CA is in a strong position to continue to implement a full range of ECCODE activities after the project ends.
· The sustainability of the VSLA groups will depend on capacity of the group.
· The sustainability of the SPB loan stream is dependent on government policy and government funding and is outside the control of the project.  

· The sustainability of the Thai Nguyen Women’s Union Fund will depend on the capacity of the WU’s to manage the Fund and to make good investment decisions to ensure high loan compliance rates.

Recommendations

The long-term sustainability of the project remains reliant on the project making stronger links:

· between group members to take advantage of the benefits of collaboration such as the joint purchase of inputs;

· between groups and other actors in the value chain such as middle men/buyers and consumers; 

· between farmer trainers and formal extension service providers who can update knowledge and skills; and

· between credit providers and groups.

· between CA and the groups 
Group sustainability
The indicator stipulates that 85% of groups will be ‘in operation’ when the project ends.  During the evaluation, this indicator was interpreted to mean ‘continuing operations’ after the project ends [need to confirm if there is a translation error in English version]. The capacity of groups to continue project activities after the project ends depends on the type and experience of the group.  Collaboration groups are more likely to continue to implement project activities when compared with recently formed interest groups.  Of collaboration group members interviewed, 11/11 (100%) expect to continue group activities after the project ends.

Currently, 4 out of 5 (80%) of the interest groups (11/13 interest group members, 85%) reported that they will continue their models after the project end as they see good economic benefit. The chicken raising group reported difficulty in maintaining their model due to a poor understanding of demand and difficulty accessing capital.  
It is expected that interest groups, those groups that are more informal and loosely connected, are likely to continue to employ agriculture production techniques taught through the project (11/13 interest group members claimed they would continue), and to share their experiences, albeit more informally, through the group.  However, for most models, the ability of the group to update knowledge and learn new techniques will depend on the relationships they have formed with farmer trainers and external consultants.  During the evaluation field trip, the potato, tea and chick-raising group all reported to having close (phone) contact with the agricultural engineers that provided training. In these three cases, the agricultural engineers were providing continued advice, at no charge.   The ability of these groups to maintain and update their skills and knowledge depends on the willingness of consultants to continue to make themselves available. 
For the tea groups who are participating in VietGAP certification, there is provincial support may assist them with continuing to implement VietGAP related activities.  There is also provincial support for mushroom production which will assist these groups to continue.  The future of the chicken groups is more uncertain as there is no provincial support, market linkages are weak and chicken group members indicated that they may not have sufficient capital to continue to invest in the model.  The VSLA groups have all reported that they will continue beyond the project.  

For groups that require large capital investments (fish, goats, chickens) the sustainability of some groups is likely to depend on the group being able to raise (through savings) or access (through loans) sufficient capital to continue.  Without capital the chicken groups indicated a need to liquidate their stock (young chickens) early.  This livelihood model is currently not sustainable for all groups.  The project may be able to improve the sustainability of this (and other models) in Year 4 by providing better access to capital and by better connecting the groups to markets, ensuring that groups understand and can respond to the dynamics of demand and supply.  Without financial or social returns to groups in Year 4, some groups will inevitably dissolve without the support of project.  
Will capacity and training be sustained?
Groups

The farmer trainer model is an interesting and potentially sustainable model, provided the trainers can continue to access new knowledge and techniques and update their skills.  At this stage, there is no structure or organisation in place that will allow farmer trainers to maintain their skills.  For the project to be genuinely sustainable, the farmer trainers need to have an ongoing connection to information, knowledge sharing and technical information.  The source of information and connection could be to government or to other organisations involved in agricultural extension.  The potential for farmer trainers to receive formal (government?) certification as extension officers was discussed during the internal evaluation workshop and this idea should be explored further during Year 4 of the project. 
Partners

Discussions with the WU, ACP and CA revealed that the skills and knowledge obtained through ECCODE training courses is already being incorporated into non-ECCODE project activities, ensuring these skills are transferred through the organisations and live on beyond the project.  
Ms. Huong, Vice Chairwomen of WU: “After attending training courses, my staff can prepare communication lecture on their own and are more confident when delivering courses 

At the end of the ECCODE project, the WU will have improved their capacity to work with local communities, however, scope and scale of activities will be reduced due to limited financial and human resources.  Both ACEP and CA assigned relatively junior staff members to participate in ECCODE.  These staff have now had considerable training and on-the-ground practical experience.  
Mr. Vinh, Chairman of CA: “The capacity of my staff has clearly improved. Some are even assistant trainers in some training courses hosted by CA.” 

At the conclusion of the project and on return to their own organisations, these staff should be able to contribute at a more senior level.  Neither ACEP nor CA are resourced to continue with project activities, however, CA’s routine activities align very closely with those undertaken as part of ECCODE.  Mr Minh (CA management) described that CA will continue to implement ECCODE group formation and capacity building activities, expanding the model to new communes and expanding the number of livelihood models.  
CA intends to continue to apply the skills, knowledge and techniques learned from the project, taking over the management of groups when the project ends.  In the future, CA plans to continue to support groups if they choose to convert from interest group to collaboration or cooperative group status.  CA management also felt that they were able to assist groups in the long term by linking them to capital (through several funds) and training (extension officers or consultants).  In contrast, an ACEP staff member reported that while ACEP had gained from capacity building, ACEP would not explicitly continue any of the project’s activities.  
Will credit continue to be available and accessible?
VSLA
The sustainability of the VSLA groups will depend on capacity of the group when the project ends. The VSLA groups that have been operating for a year or more have had a chance to learn and develop management skills are likely to continue beyond the end of the project.  The relative complexity of managing the VSLA means that establishing new groups in Year 4 may put these groups at risk of failure.

In the case that members of an established VSLA suffer a simultaneous or covariate shock (such as an epidemic disease in their animals), the VSLA is unlikely to be able to support a simultaneous draw on its funds.  In this scenario, groups members will require access to alternative sources of credit or savings.  
Social Policy Bank
The sustainability of the SPB loan stream is dependent on government policy and government funding and is well outside the control of the project.  Given the non-commercial nature of the loans and high default rates, it can be assumed that the SPB loans cannot continue indefinitely as this scenario is financially unsustainable.  In many other countries, governments have eventually ended this type of subsidised credit program.  

Regarding the accessibility of SPB loans for groups, the project’s impact is likely to be limited to small changes in SPB’s capacity to lend in Dinh Hoa which may make it easier for targeted people to access SPB loans.  Currently, SPB’s willingness to lend to groups is limited to one case.  Whether SPB chooses to change (central) policy to allow lending to groups remains to be seen.  If policy is changed, this could potentially be beneficial for groups as the sustainability of some livelihood models will be improved if capital is accessible.   
WU Fund
The sustainability of the Thai Nguyen Women’s Union Fund will depend on the capacity of the WU’s to manage the Fund and to make good investment decisions to ensure high loan compliance rates.  The Fund is a WU initiative which means Thai Nguyen Fund management should be able to access information, advice and training from equivalent and longer-running WU funds in other provinces ensuring the survival of the initiative.  

Impact

Summary

N.B. Positive and intended outcomes of the project are discussed in the ‘Effectiveness’ section of this report.  The discussion below focuses on positive and negative unintended impacts.
· (+) The formation of groups has led to project participants reporting improved confidence and solidarity and for some increased participation in local leadership structures.
· (+) Knowledge has between spontaneously shared from group members to non-partcipants.
· (-) Some models (e.g. goat) require capital investments that may exclude the very poor, a target group for the project.
· (-) The untimely delivery of training and the slow response to changing conditions is unlikely to have had negative impacts on participant incomes. 
· (-) The lack of supervision over SPB loans could lead to individuals to accumulate multiple loans which they can not service, and not employ the loan productively.  There is the potential for participants to be drawn into a cycle of long-term indebtedness.  Further investigation is required to determine if this is happening.
Recommendations

· Ensure the model fits the group’s financial capacity
· Improve communication between project staff, facilitators and group members

· In the final year of the project, the primary focus of capacity building activities for groups should shift toward developing market links and providing marketing assistance.  
Group formation

Distinguishing between changes brought about by the project and those from economic growth or other interventions in the target area is difficult.  The current quantitative income indicators do not provide a good understanding of the direct impact of the project.  However, other non-income measures strongly indicate that the project has had some notable positive impacts.  
Unintended and positive impacts
The formation of groups has led to project participants reporting improved confidence and solidarity.  There are several examples of project knowledge being spontaneously shared with those not participating in the project:
· 18/25 interviewed group members reported that people from within and outside their villages approached them to learn from their experiences (e.g.  goat – people asked how to prevent diseases, tea - drying techniques, potato growing techniques, chicken raising techniques).

· Ms Nhung from Bac 3 village, Điem Mac Commune reported that 12 households visited and asked to be instructed in the techniques she is using after having seen her successful chicken raising business.
Group members report to sharing information more regularly, including market information amongst themselves.  There are several reports of improved relationships between spouses as a result of the project, including the example below:
Ms Vân (tea collaboration group): “I am very happy because the project came and guided us how to plant tea with reduced pesticide. My husband very much supports this, now every time when I go to collect tea leaves, he is at home preparing firewood to dry the tea for me”.

Unintended and negative impacts 
Project staff have reported difficulties associated with bringing together poorer and better-off households into a single group.  There is a potentially negative impact associated with group diversity because the differing skills, capacities and tolerance for risk of the individuals in a group means that individual’s interests and capacity are not always aligned. In the case of the chicken model, a mismatch has occurred between the requirements of the model and the capacity of group members: the capital requirements for the goat model were reported as being too high for some project participants, particularly the very poor.  As a result, the impact is unintentionally negative: poor people cannot participate; or, they participate with project support but cannot continue in the long term.  Ultimately, the project has expended resources and time while having no impact on livelihood security or income.  

Capacity building impact
Positive and unintended impacts

The farmer trainer network is an excellent method to deliver information and training.  Farmer trainers are held in high esteem which makes them persuasive leaders, within the context of the project and outside it.  Several farmer trainers have been elected to local leadership positions, probably as a result of the respect they have gained through participating as ECCODE farmer trainers.  In addition, women have been empowered and there has been a positive change in their representation in one project commune:
Mr. Lai-Vice (Chairman of Bao Cuong commune): “After attending the training course on Gender, the awareness of local authority has been changed, and the role of women increased. As a result, two group facilitators have gained trust from the community and became village heads; six others have become village party committee secretary. Previously, the percentage of women in local people committee was 15%, but now is more than 30%.”
Negative and unintended impacts
The project’s training content and methodology appears to be well received, evaluation has revealed that the timing of training activities is critical for ensuring the project has a positive rather than negative impact and contributes to the improvement of incomes for poor people.  At this stage of the project, the positive impact of farmer trainers is limited by the small number of trained individuals.  There have been unanticipated negative consequences stemming from the project’s untimely delivery of training, slow response to changing conditions and a lack of farmer trainers.  The project has potentially had a negative impact on some poor farmers who have lost livestock and whose incomes and security will be directly affected as a result.  
The project relies on a network of facilitators to distribute project information to participants and to provide feedback from groups to project staff.  The communication has, to date, been inadequate in some areas, resulting in a slow response from project staff to disease outbreaks.  As discussed above, this may have had unanticipated negative impacts on project participants. 
The project has focussed on providing training on technical agricultural production and as anticipated this has resulted in increased productivity.  Thorough market analysis has only occurred in the projects third year and links to markets have only been provided for a limited number of products (tea, chickens, rice).  
Focussing on production improvements first and market links second is risky because there is a danger that some livelihood models lack markets and increased production can result in oversupply and lower prices.  In addition, under-developed supply chains, a lack of storage and poor logistics make farmers extremely vulnerable to any changes in supply, demand or price.  

Developing an understanding of agricultural supply chains and markets takes time and many groups will not have sufficient time to build their knowledge with the support of the project.  The case study below describes the experiences of the potato interest groups and highlights some of the achievements and obstacles for the group, highlighting the importance of market links. 
CASE STUDY 1: Potato group

	Group size: 22 members
	All women
	Established: September 2010, 

One production cycle

	Assistance from ECCODE: 

Technical training, % contribution to the purchase of seed-potatoes


Major achievements

Increased income due to increased yields and larger, higher priced potatoes

The success of the group has generated enthusiasm within the village, encouraging the expansion of the group, the potato area and the total production of potatoes.
The future

The group has increased yields from 250kg/360m2 to 500kg/360m2.  

The group thinks that yields could increase to 750kg/360m2, with good conditions.

The group would also like to increase the potato area to 5 or 6 times the size of current area.
The group had no problems selling 500kg of potatoes…but, if area and yield increase rapidly, is there demand for potatoes and at what price?

The group has no knowledge of who buys the potatoes or what they are used for.  Without this knowledge, the group is limited by the price and volume offered middleman.  They do not know if the market for potatoes has growth potential and this poses a considerable risk if they increase production substantially.  

Next steps

The group needs help with the following questions:
 - When sold, where do the potatoes go and what are they used for?  

Identify middle men and end-users/end-buyers of potatoes.  

- If potato production doubles, is there enough demand to support prices? 

Identify any opportunities and risks to potato sales. 

- Are people consuming more potatoes over time? 
Assess, roughly, the size and growth trend of the market for potatoes. 

As described in the case study above the production improvements achieved by the potato group are extremely positive and have resulted in increased income, in line with the goals of the project.  Continuing to improve production may result in rising incomes, however, there is also an unknown risk associated with the size of the market and the price of potatoes.  To avoid unintended and negative impacts, the primary focus of capacity building activities for groups in the final year of the project should shift toward providing marketing assistance.  Support for production improvements will need to continue, but have a secondary role.  
Credit impact
VSLA
Establishing indicators to assess the VSLA in the final year of the project will provide short-term data on the initial impacts of the VSLAs.  To enable the measurement of longer-term impacts of the VSLA pilot program in Vietnam, it would be advisable to establish baseline measures of income and credit access as each VSLA group starts.  Baselines measures of income, livelihood activities, savings and loans would provide insight into current practices and allow comparison in future.  If CARE intends to expand the VSLA program in Vietnam, then returning to evaluate the VSLA groups after the project ends could provide valuable information about the impact and sustainability of this credit and savings model in the Vietnamese context. 

The project has revealed gaps in credit availability, notably for the near-poor, for groups and for small-to-mid size loans (SPB loans are capped at a very low level, BARD loans are large).  The VSLA structure may be able to fill these three credit-gaps by enabling near-poor to join VSLA groups.  With only five groups established, any impact will be limited, but this is not unreasonable given the pilot nature of the VSLA program in Vietnam.  

Social Policy Bank
There are both positive and negative impacts of the SPB provision of loans to the very poor.  On a positive note, the project has encouraged and enabled SPB to approve its first loan to a group (rather than to an individual).  This is a favourable change in policy for the group that benefited from the loan and suggests capacity improvements within SPB.  The longer term impact of the initial group loan will depend on the willingness of SPB to change policy to enable widespread group loans.  

SPB can provide access to credit for the very poor, a group that cannot access credit elsewhere.  However, the project evaluation has documented that the lack of loan management capacity within the SPB has lead to project participants receiving a second loan while initial loans remain outstanding.  The lack of supervision over loans could lead to individuals to accumulate multiple loans which they can not service, not value the credit provided and not employ the loan productively.  There is the potential for participants to be drawn into a cycle of long-term indebtedness if credit is made more readily available but remains poorly supervised.  
Women’s Union Fund

While the WU Fund is new and the impacts of its activities are not yet recorded, it will face similar problems to SPB regarding loan management.  If credit is not extended to the appropriate recipients and not monitored well, then there is the potential that loans are granted to recipients who are engaging in unproductive or alternative (undocumented) investments.   
3. Recommendations to optimise impact in Year 4
Partners, project staff and capacity building
· Provide training/capacity building for project staff on how to assess and evaluate market linkages
Provide training for project staff and partners on developing market linkages

· Improve communication between staff, facilitators and groups
a) Ensure facilitators undertake regular monitoring visits to groups

b) Provide guidance (use a template) to facilitators about what information to collect

c) Consider using group leaders to assist with monitoring work

d) Consider options for replacing (or supporting with a deputy) poorly performing facilitators

Groups and capacity building
· Develop market linkages
a) Using the consultant’s advice, provide support to the two livelihood models analysed in the report.
b) For all other livelihood models not analysed in the consultant’s report, involve groups in market-linkage workshops and discussions.  This may help the groups who will not receive direct assistance to understand how to identify markets on their own and learn from the experience of others. 
· Train farmer trainers

a) Identify and train new farmer trainers.
b) Link farmer trainers to ongoing education and training through the WU, CA, government extension services or other alternatives.
Credit
· Build capacity: SPB and WU Fund
a) Improve SPB’s capacity for monitoring and supervising loans

b) If appropriate, assist in the development of a policy for lending to groups
· As new VSLA groups are formed, collect baseline data on group members 
a) To allow for future assessment of the VSLA pilot in Vietnam, ensure data is collected from a random selection of group members before the VSLA group is operating.  Collect data on total income, regularity/seasonality of income, poverty level or other appropriate measures that can be compared over time.  

For the final evaluation
· Introduce random sampling.

There are a number of sampling options:

· weight the sample in line with the relative number of collaborative and interest groups, to ensure that one type of group is not over-represented 

· sample randomly 

· To measure income change, include additional questions regarding changes in purchasing and saving behaviours over the years of the project.  

For example: 

· “Have you/your household made any significant purchases in the last 1/2/3/4 years [for example: machinery, livestock, housing improvements]?”

· “Have you/your household made any significant contribution to savings in the last 1/2/3/4 years?”
· To assess SPB capacity change, compare SPB loan data (number of loans, payback rates) from project communes and non-project communes
· To assess WU Fund impact, interview loan recipients about loan use

Undertake a qualitative assessment with loan recipients: for example - discuss loan use, payback rates, business invesment (if any) and impacts (positive and negative).

4. Lessons learned and recommendations for future CARE projects
Groups
· Group-formation should be concentrated in the earliest years of the project.
Forming new groups in the final year is likely to undermine the sustainability, positive impact and effectiveness of the project as groups formed late are unlikely to have access to a full complement of training/capacity building activities.  In addition, if groups face hurdles in their first year/first production cycle there will be limited support for them to try again, undermining confidence.

· Forming collaboration and cooperative groups has limited appeal.

The interest group model is relevant and appealing but introducing collaboration and cooperative groups may face resistance due to project beneficiaries drawing parallels with ‘old-style’ cooperatives.  Both SIEED and ECCODE projects have demonstrated that some interest groups will choose to become collaboration groups or cooperatives, but the number is quite limited.  The group formation model is valid and an effective way of providing capacity building but expectations (and corresponding indicators) should be revised to reflect the knowledge that the majority of groups will be interest groups. 
Capacity building

· Value chain assessments have revealed untapped opportunities to increase link consumers to producers

Market-approaches build on more traditional production-based approaches for livelihood improvement and can improve the impact and sustainability of productivity improvement by linking farmers to markets through commercial relationships that endure beyond the life of the project.  Increasing productivity or improving agricultural product quality without a known market can lead to financial losses and de-motivate producers.  
· Analyse markets and develop market linkages early in the project lifecycle.  

Incorporate rapid market analysis or value chain analysis into the screening of livelihood models.  Without market analysis models may be selected that are productive but not economically sustainable. 
· In the project design, include a tool for assessing markets and value chains

Be explicit during project design regarding the tool(s) that will be used to assess market linkages.  Ensure project staff have value chain analysis skills, or provide training to develop skills and employ external experts to assist.  
Credit
· Conduct baseline analysis of income and credit access before VSLA groups are established. Continue to monitor the ECCODE pilot VSLA groups. 
If CARE intends to expand the VSLA program in Vietnam, then the pilot VSLA project in Thai Nguyen should have baseline measurements taken.  In addition, after ECCODE ends, the VSLA groups should be monitored and evaluated.  Continuing to monitor and evaluate the pilot project will provide valuable information about the impact and sustainability of this credit and savings model in the Vietnamese context. 

Project design and evaluation

· Provide training for staff in random sampling for project evaluation to ensure evaluation results are robust and valid

Training in sampling and data collection methodology is necessary to improve the quality and ease of data collection for evaluation

· Indicator developers should consider ease of measurement and the likelihood of obtaining quality data

When developing indicators, the means and ease of measurements and the ease of evaluation should be considered.

· Introduce definitions and details about how indicators will be measured into the M&E plan.  

There needs to be consistency in measurement from year to year and between evaluators in order to be able to compare districts and different years.  

Using qualitative indicators can, on occasion, provide more valuable information than quantitative indicators, particularly when ‘hard numbers’ are difficult to calculate.

Ensure consistency within and between M&E plan and logframe.  Ensure the accuracy of translation of the final version between English and Vietnamese.  Ensure all staff have access to the revised and final versions of both documents

	Annex 1. PROJECT ACHIEVEMENTS AGAINST INDICATORS 
	

	Hierarchy
	Objective
	Indicators
	Targeted for 4 years
	Achievements by April 2011
	Remarks
	Remarks

	Overall objectives
	To contribute to poverty reduction for the rural population of Thai Nguyen province by ensuring access to economic resources and influence over decisions that affect their lives
	Poverty level according to MOLISA categorisation                                                     Revised: 
Increase income  
Reason for changes: 
Because the Government issued new decision of Government on new poverty rate in 2010 (Decision 1572/CT/TTG), the original indicator is not appropriate. 
	 
	NA
	It will be measured in the final evaluation of the project
	Indicator and measures need to be revised as this indicator does not capture the impacts of the project.

	
	
	Poverty level according to VHLSS categorisation                                                     Revised: 
Increase income  
Reason for changes: 
Because the Government issued new decision of Government on new poverty rate in 2010 (Decision 1572/CT/TTG), the original indicator is not appropriate. 
	 
	NA
	It will be measured in the final evaluation of the project
	Indicator and measures need to be revised as this indicator does not capture the impacts of the project.

	Specific objective
	12,000 poor women and men in eight communes in Thai Nguyen province have improved their income and influence on economic decision-making through membership of rural cooperation groups
	At least 2,000 individuals request membership of cooperation groups during project lifetime
	2,000
	2,076
	All members of groups. Number of individual requests to form groups is higher than this.
	Target on track

	
	
	At least two-thirds of members of total cooperation group members are women
	66,7%
	81%
	 
	Target on track

	
	
	At least 60% of group members belong to ethnic minorities
	60%
	78%
	 
	Target on track

	
	
	At least 50% of group members earn less than the DOLISA poverty line per month when joining group
	50%
	66%
	 
	Measure may need to be revised given government changes to poverty line in Decision 1572/CT/TTG

	
	
	Income increased of households participating in cooperation groups relative to non-participating households after one year of participation
	 
	10-20%
	Source: internal mid-term review conducted at April, 2011. 
25/25 group members in the survey confirmed that their income increase 10-20% after participating in groups in comparison with themselves previously (it is very difficult to compare with the non-participating households because of many reasons)  
	Evidence is from groups is strong but anecdotal.  At the final evaluation, both participants and non-participants must be interviewed in order to make valid claims about income impacts.

	
	
	Drop-out rate of cooperation groups does not exceed 10% per year
	10%
	< 2%
	Source: internal mid-term review conducted at April, 2011. 
2/82 members of 5 interviewed interest groups dropped out because of private reasons
0 members of 5 interviewed collaboration groups dropped out
	On track

	
	
	Less than 10% of cooperation group members are underemployed more than 3 months a year at the end of the project
	10%
	< 2%
	Only potato group members (22 people) because of the weather can cultivate only once per year, last only 2-3 months. 
	Target unlikely to be achieved

	
	
	80% of cooperation group members indicate higher degree of influence on economic decision-making in the final year of the project
	80%
	NA
	Not measure in internal review and will be measured in the final evaluation.
	Internal review found empowerment unchanged. Finding may be due to the difficulty of collecting this information. Consider revising evaluation questions.

	Expected results  
	Result # 1
Interest groups, collaboration groups, and “new-style" cooperatives formed and supported to pursue production and business opportunities
	At least 50 collaboration groups established during project lifetime
	50
	17
	12 livelihood models (mushroom, fish, chicken, bee, rice,…) and 5 VSLA groups
	Target inappropriate and unachieveable. Suggest revising to 25? collaboration groups.

	
	
	At least 200 interest groups established during project lifetime
	200
	108
	 
	Target inappropriate and unachieveable. Suggest revising to 110? interest groups by EoP

	
	
	At least 85% of groups in operation by end of the project
	85%
	90%
	Source: internal mid-term review conducted at April, 2011.
9/10 interviewed groups confirmed they will continue with the project model (relating to the type of interest group) or continue with group cooperation (relating to the type of collaboration group)
Only some members of 1 interviewed interest group expressed the concern on output  market, can influence to their commitment with the model
	Consider splitting this indicator into two parts: interest group and collaboration group.  In addtion, add qualitative indicator about what activities will continue/not continue. English translation may be incorrect ('in operation' versus 'continuing operation').  

	
	
	At least 15 interest groups registering as collaboration groups during project lifetime
	15
	8
	They are tea groups (2), chicken (2), rice (3), bee (1)
	Recommend deleting this indicator as it is a duplicate. 

	
	
	At least 10% growth in cooperative membership during project lifetime
	10%
	0%
	In the internal mid-term review, result showed No. of members of group remained quite stable and not yet new members joined.
	 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	 

	
	
	At least 300 households participating in study tours
	300
	410
	 
	Target exceeded.

	 
	Result # 2
The management and technical capacity of local organisations to undertake demand-driven cooperation group development activities, credit services and policy feedback enhanced
	At least 70% of cooperation group members are satisfied with services provided by project
	70%
	97,3%
	Source: internal mid-term review conducted at April, 2011.
36/37 interviewed group members are satisfied
	Target exceeded.

	
	
	Government agents report improved capacity and benefits from project participation
	 
	 
	 Source: internal mid-term review
- CA  reported that capacity of CA staff has been improved in various area such as producing quality of monthly bulletin, writting capacity, capacity on CEFE, VCA, risk management in credit institute etc.
'- WU reported improved capacity of its members from commune to provincial level thruogh various trainning courses and study tours, such as gender, legal framwork of groups, formation of group, market approach, women right, gender etc. 
	On track.

	
	
	At least 3 study tours hosted by partners in target area during project lifetime
	3
	4
	During the Year 3, WU hosted 4 study tours to project area according to the proposal of different organizations: USAIDS, Bread for the World, provincial People Committee, MCNV  
	Target exceeded.

	
	
	 
	 
	3
	During the year 3, project received 3 external visits from Care organization system: one from Care International, one from Care Australia, one from Care Danmark
	 

	
	
	At least 5 workhops presentations made by partners on project methodologies during project lifetime
	5
	5
	"- Women Union had 3 presentations about the project (Workshop on Degree 151 hosted by MPI, Investment promotion Workshop of Thai Nguyen province, Provincial Workshop on poor alleviation).
- Thai Nguyen Cooperative Alliance had 2 presentations in 2 worskhops hosted by MPI about Degree 151 and Cooperative Law
	On track

	
	
	People's Credit Fund established in target area OR coverage of PCF in Thai Nguyen town expanded to cover target area before end of  project                                                    Revised: Improved access to credit by develpe new credit mechansim/institution
	 
	 
	Improve mechanism for better access to credit of SPB and BARD.                                                         Develop new credit insititution WU’s Fund for Poor Women and VLSA. 
	Target achieved.  Consider adding additional indicators to measure VSLA, SPB and WU Fund capacity change and poverty reduction impact

	
	
	Project experiences acknowledged by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development before end of the project
	 
	2
	The project shared experience in the topic of collaboration groups at 2 workshops hosted by MPI on Degree 151 and Cooperative Law and ackowledged by MPI
	On track


� Contribute to poverty reduction for the rural population of Thai Nguyen province by ensuring access to economic resources and influence over decisions that affect their lives


� Poor women and men in eight communes in Dinh Hoa district in Thai Nguyen province have improved their income and influence on economic decision-making through membership of rural cooperation groups.





