[Excerpt from the PC/Albania SPA Evaluation, conducted by a PCVL in 2010]
INTRODUCTION

Small Project Assistance (SPA) is a unique program that joins Peace Corps Volunteers and their communities with the financial resources of the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) in small projects that help community groups. SPA was established in 1983 to support small-scale community development projects through USAID-funded grants to communities and organizations with direct connections to Peace Corps Volunteers (PCVs). The immediate objective of the program is to demonstrate the benefits a community can accrue from using its own talents, skills and ideas to help itself.

In 2004, the USAID Albania Mission Director and the Peace Corps Albania Country Director signed a country agreement to participate in the SPA Program in Fiscal Year 2005 (1 October 2004-30 September 2005). USAID agreed to transfer funds to Peace Corps for SPA projects, and Peace Corps accepted responsibility for project approval and administration. The same agreement has been renewed each year until the present day and all SPA projects must support USAID’s strategic objective to increase the involvement of civil society in economic and political decision-making.

Successful SPA projects should enhance a community's ability to organize, plan and make group decisions. They should result in a community's being more confident and able to transfer organizational and technical skills to other aspects of its work and community efforts. A Peace Corps Volunteer working with a community organization, can submit a proposal to the Peace Corps SPA Committee requesting funds for a specific project. The SPA committee is composed of four Peace Corps staff—the country director, program and training officer, administrative officer and SPA coordinator—and two PCVs selected by the committee. The SPA committee meets four times each year and serves as the application review team for approving grants.

During its October 2009 meeting the committee agreed that a first-time evaluation of the program would be useful in observing trends, sustainability and providing feedback and advice for future SPA projects. In the January 2010 meeting, a methodology and evaluation regime was agreed upon. Evaluation activities began in February 2010 and completed in May 2010. The goal of this regime was “to evaluate the lasting impact of implemented SPA projects as a means to measure and advise the SPA program”.

METHODOLOGY AND ACTIVITIES

The committee decided to review projects which were completed one or more years before the evaluation in order to observe lasting impact and sustainability. The committee approved an evaluation questionnaire and report format to be used on site visits to each of the project locations.

Ten projects were selected randomly from a sample size of 61, representing about 16 percent of all the projects that had been completed during the time period. The project locations were in Elbasan, Hudenisht (Pogradec Region), Korçë, Kuçovë, Laç, and Novoselë; in Librazhd and Pukë there were two projects at each site. The sites were well-distributed across the regions of Albania (see Annex 2 for map).

Each of the original project applications, budgets, reports and other documents was reviewed and summarized into preliminary site visit report. Then a team of two persons, one PCV and one Albanian national, conducted a site visit to each of the project locations and interviewed project partners, stakeholders and PCVs/RPCVs who were knowledgeable about the projects. More than 40 persons were interviewed either in-person or through email.

After site visits, the team completed an evaluation summary for each project, which was later used for data aggregation and in producing this summary report with results, conclusions and recommendations.

Each project was assigned a score on a five-point scale in two categories, “Achievement of Goals and Objectives” and “Sustainability” (see Annex 1 for scores and an explanation of the scale). The projects were then ranked considering 1) the average of scores and 2) a review of the projects' effectiveness based on qualitative measures in comparing projects with each other.

PROJECT PROFILES

There are three program sectors of PC Volunteers in Albania: Community and Organizational Development (COD), Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) and Health Education (HE). Four of the projects were implemented by COD Volunteers and four by TEFL Volunteers. It is interesting to note that the two projects implemented by HE PCVs were ranked among the top half of the ten projects.

Of the projects evaluated, only two of the projects were implemented in large sites, in Elbasan and Korçë. Most projects were completed in medium and small sites, defined as having a population below 35,000. The age of the projects measured as the amount of time between project completion and the evaluation visit ranged from just under one year, to the oldest project at almost five years. Funding levels from SPA ranged from only about $400 to $4300. While difficult to categorize all of the projects from their many and diverse activities, the six main activities were as follows: 1) Technology or other Assets Purchases, including Furniture, Books, etc. 2) Training, Programming and/or Workshops 3) Youth Activities, Education, etc. 4) Environmental Interventions 5) Marginalized Groups Intervention 6) Publications. Each project was assigned two or three main activities, and the three most prevalent were categories 1-3 (see Annexes 1 and 2 for more details).

With each project being assigned one or two main beneficiary groups, “Teachers and Schools Administration” and “Youth” were most prevalent. Four of the projects were implemented in schools and three in local government institutions, while two were implemented with NGOs and one with a health center.

After scoring and ranking the projects it was observed that of the top five projects, two were implemented in large sites and three in medium or small sites. Two were implemented by COD Volunteers, two by HE and one by a TEFL Volunteer. Two of the top five projects were implemented in a municipality or other local government institution, two in NGOs and one in a health center.

Of the bottom five ranked projects, all were implemented in small or medium size sites. Three were implemented by TEFL Volunteers and two by COD. Of the bottom five ranked projects four were implemented in schools and one in a municipality or other local government institution.

KEY FINDINGS

Even the smallest projects were able to make an important, sustainable impact in the community. The smallest project at $400 was implemented three years ago and is still widely remembered in the community. The youth leadership program which it created and sponsored was conducted for the fourth time in June 2010.

Equipment and other purchases were all accounted for, though in some cases the equipment was either not being used as intended or in need of replacement. Six of the projects included purchases as a major part of their activities, including computers, books, shelves, chairs, trash cans and other items.

Counterparts and other partners were vital to success in implementation and sustainability. Dedicated counterparts and other partners made all the difference for successful implementation and sustainability. However, if a counterpart who is committed to the goals of a project and understands community development and working with PCVs helps to ensure a successful project, another kind of counterpart can just as well make a project’s work very difficult or sabotage it completely. This was very clearly observed.

Particularly for projects implemented in schools, counterparts can be shifted out of or change employment, and a new counterpart can appear who may or may not be in agreement with a project. This situation may occur either during the project implementation or after the project is completed.

Other unexpected issues may arise that may have been known by counterparts but not by the PCV, and these affected project implementation in some instances. Still, project design, planning and flexibility to address changes were important. PCVs who were able to plan and adjust to and creatively address changing conditions and unexpected issues, which every project faces, were most successful.

Sometimes the project applications overstated objectives, particularly in training activities regarding the number of people who could be effectively trained. However, project reports filed by PCVs at the end of the projects were generally accurate representations of project results.

PCVs did not submit “rosy picture” reports to show that everything in a project went well.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This evaluation summary and its annexes are prepared with the expectation that they will be used to provide a tool for Pre-Service Training, for PCVs and attendees at Project Design and Management Workshops, to orientate new SPA Committee members, as well as to advise the SPA committee to strengthen its review criteria of grant applications and adjust the program as appropriate.

As a result of the evaluation the following recommendations are submitted to the SPA

Committee for consideration:

1) PCVs should consider and the SPA Committee should seek back-up plans for the loss of a counterpart, or if collaboration does not work well. For example, there should be more than one key player working on a project. Written agreements and letters of support from all authorities, partners and contributors must be included.
2) Take special consideration in evaluating whether objectives are achievable and realistic. Plans for training and transfer of skills after training really need to be carefully evaluated. PCVs and the SPA committee should try to be realistic about what can be accomplished by understanding the community, target groups and the project environment.
3) Project proposals should include full names of main project partners and organizations with contact information. Including contacts in the project application helps with accountability to Peace Corps and for any future evaluation efforts. In conducting this evaluation, it was difficult to find contacts for many of the projects because the contacts were spotty and inconsistent in the applications.
4) Project proposals should state a rationale for choosing the partner(s), including qualifications, background, resume(s) and/or a history of collaboration with the PCV.
5) The SPA committee should carefully examine the environment surrounding the project in an effort to be as informed as possible about potential issues. For example, it would be useful for the committee to know the activities or planned activities of other donors, local government or the national government in a community to prevent overlap of a SPA project’s objectives.
6) For simplicity in managing project finances and producing reports, it is often easiest to develop the budget and open a bank account in Albanian Lek. From experience, using an account in US dollars has made accounting work over exchange rates more complicated. However, in projects which are primarily making purchases for items and services which are priced in Euros, fluctuating exchange rates may continue to be an issue. Though branches are currently available only in major cities, opening the project account at Intesa San Paolo Bank will avoid EFT fees.
7) Review SPA Completion Reports on a systematic basis to uncover trends; reports usually presented an accurate snapshots of a project’s status upon completion, and can be reviewed periodically to inform the committee.
8) The general methodology used in this evaluation process can be revised as necessary and adapted to conduct spot checks. Program staff are frequently in the field and can easily follow up on past SPA projects in this manner.

