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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Evaluation Purpose, Questions and Methodology

The purpose of this evaluation is to document best practices and lessons learned in enhancing civil society
space through USAID/Sri Lanka's Support for Professional and Institutional Capacity Enhancement (SPICE)
Activity, and develop recommendations to inform future civil society programming. The priority questions
can be summarized as: 1) SPICE's key successes, challenges and lessons learned; 2) relative strengths and
weaknesses of CSO capacity development tools and approaches targeting Development Grants Program
(DGP) and SPICE grantees; 2a) effectiveness of SPICE’s approach to capacity development; 2b) remaining
civil society gaps; and 3) best practices and recommendations for future civil society programming in Sri
Lanka.

The Evaluation Team used four main data collection methods: document review, key informant interviews
(57), focus group discussions (19), and an online survey of 23 DGP and SPICE grantees. Information from
these methods and various informants has been triangulated to ensure reliable findings. The Team
conducted the bulk of in-person data collection in Northern Province, Eastern Province, and the greater
Colombo area during three weeks of field work in February and March 2017.

Project Description

USAID/Sri Lanka designed SPICE in mid-2012, to address the problem of alarmingly diminished space for
effective civic engagement and the protection of citizen rights. The project began in December 2012 and is
to close in June 2017; total approved funding was $15,182,000. SPICE aimed to expand space for
independent collective action by citizens, protect citizens’ rights and support critical voices by focusing on
the key issues of governance, inclusion and reconciliation. The project purpose includes an emphasis on
conflict-affected regions, thus its original mandate was to focus on civil society in the north and east of the
country, while working with strategically important national CSOs. In early 2014, SPICE was modified to
provide capacity enhancement services to 14 DGP recipients, direct grantees of USAID. Starting in 2014,
SPICE gradually extended its geographic scope to include the south and center of the country. Since 2015,
Sri Lanka has undergone dramatic political change; there has been a democratic opening and increased
space for civil society, though the transition is still ongoing.

Findings and Conclusions

Question |: What have been the SPICE activity's key successes, challenges, and lessons learned? Analysis of
this question focused on SPICE funding support to its 67 CSO grantees.

Question | Findings

A. Policy advocacy and reform

The space for civil society influence on policy prior to 2015 was extremely limited by the repressive
environment, on both national and regional levels. In spite of the obstacles, in 2013-2014 Sri Lankan CSOs
were able to maintain a certain level of political pressure on the government. SPICE provided both financial,
technical and moral support to some prominent CSOs speaking out publicly on such issues during that
period. Interviewees agreed that civil society made a major contribution to raising public awareness of the
political situation during that period. Those involved included some SPICE-funded CSOs, alongside others.

Following the transition, many SPICE grantees have engaged actively in various nationwide dialogues and
reform processes, including in successful advocacy for the |9t amendment to the Constitution and for the
Right to Information Act. However, concrete changes in government policy have been more difficult to
achieve in relation to some other core issues on which SPICE grantees have advocated: much land is still
occupied by the military in spite of government policy; the recent Consultation Task Force on Reconciliation
Methods (CTF) report recommendations were largely not accepted by the government; and although some
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positive steps have been taken, major decisions and actions are still pending in the complex and sensitive
domain of transitional justice. SPICE also funded a wide range of “regional CSOs" based outside of
Colombo, many of whom worked with local authorities to tackle local-level problems for their
constituencies, rather than using confrontational advocacy methods. In addition to achievements on that
level, some regional grantees contributed to the above-described national advocacy initiatives, for example
by making submissions to consultative bodies and mobilizing citizens.

B. Citizen awareness and mobilization

SPICE has supported substantial efforts by grantees to inform and mobilize citizens across diverse topics.
Examples include fostering groups of volunteer human rights defenders; mobilizing people to demand for
basic needs to be met; and training village women's groups to respond to gender-based violence incidents.
One strategy used by CSOs was to organize or strengthen groups at community or division levels to discuss
and try to address priority needs. SPICE reported that as of December 2016, 89 percent of civic
associations targeted by the project had been “active in community development and governance.” On the
other hand, in 2013-14, CSOs found it difficult to organize public meetings on any subject, especially in the
north. While the situation has eased considerably, grantees in the north and east continue to report
impromptu visits and other forms of intimidation by security forces.

C. Human rights

SPICE supported grantees to work on human rights issues from a variety of angles, ranging from political
prisoners to land rights (among other issues), from national to local levels. Notable achievements include
production of videos on torture and documentation of disappeared persons; and assisting thousands of
people to defend their rights. For example, with grantees’ help, 45,552 people received legal aid or victims’
assistance. At the national level, SPICE grantees have produced research on a range of human rights issues
and participated in CSO coalitions submitting reports for the Universal Periodic Review and other United
Nations (UN) forums. SPICE adopted a cross-cutting strategy that promoted use of rights-based approaches
(RBA), which was particularly important with organizations heavily focused on service delivery. As a result,
various CSOs moved towards RBA and advocacy as core strategies.

D. Coalition-building and networking

SPICE staff described an “organic approach” to networking, intentionally focused on facilitating linkages
(mostly informal) in response to opportunities rather than on actively promoting or establishing new formal
networks. Overall, informants did not highlight this as an area where SPICE had made significant impact, but
in general, most felt their existing networks were sufficient. SPICE did help strengthen links between CSOs
at the regional level with new or existing community-based groups, both formal and informal. It also
contributed to building bridges across ethnic divides. The challenges to networking were multiple, especially
prior to the political transition when CSOs were reluctant to open up to new contacts who might not be
trustworthy. On the other hand, some said the high-pressure situation served to unite many CSOs.

E. Civil society space

Expanding the space for collective citizen action was the overarching purpose of SPICE. There was ample
evidence that the project played an important role in this area, primarily before but also after the political
transition. The mere fact of funding key organizations sufficiently to keep them active and engaged on
national and local issues was a major SPICE contribution, prior to 2015, as other donors reduced or
adjusted their support. MSI collaborated with ICNL as technical experts to work on the legal and regulatory
framework for CSOs, once opportunities emerged in 2015. While CSOs have been appreciative of SPICE
inputs and certain key government officials have shown some openness to reform during exchanges with
SPICE, progress has been slow and informants expect plenty of resistance to any moves to facilitate CSO
functioning with less government control.

F.  Grant-making in general
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SPICE began by selecting 19 CSOs through non-competitive processes, to expedite project startup and
keep a low profile for the project. Project designers felt that some key organizations needed immediate
funds to remain operational, so both core and activity funding were provided. SPICE soon began to broaden
its reach to offer project-focused grants to other organizations through competitive processes, initially using
mailing lists. The SPICE focus on the north and east of the country gave rise to challenges: there was
pressure to target Sinhala-dominated areas; activities aiming at reconciliation could not include those on
both sides of the conflict other than through national grantees; and the operating environment in the north
was extremely difficult.

SPICE used Fixed Obligation Grants (FOG, now known as Fixed Amount Awards or FAA) for the majority
of its grant making. This was intended to mitigate the risk of working with less experienced grantees, reduce
the management burden of verifying every grantee expense, and to build grantee capacity. Most informants
had misgivings about the use of FOGs, especially the heavy up-front work in finalizing the grant milestones
and budget; the inflexibility of milestones in an unpredictable context; the time-consuming process of
gathering evidence for the budget; and lack of available funds to cover shortfalls or delays. Aimost all grants
had to be modified at least once, and many had three or more modifications. That said, over time some
grantees came to appreciate the way that FOGs required them to improve their planning and time
management, and cut back on financial reporting. Diverse informants mentioned the short duration and gaps
between rounds of grants as a constraint on completion of planned activities and achievement of results.
Many grantees found SPICE grant reporting to be overly burdensome, especially given demands on their
staff to deal with government reporting, the fluid environment, and other projects.

SPICE grant making placed a major emphasis on gender, which was reinforced through capacity
development activities. Project data shows that 20,000 out of 37,000 beneficiaries of grant activities were
women, and that 36 percent of grants were in some way related to gender (43 grants).

Question | Conclusions

SPICE made a substantial contribution to the maintenance and later expansion of civil society space in Sri
Lanka during its four years of activity. SPICE made a substantive impact in all five thematic areas described
above, which is impressive given the constraints and risks of its early years. The most notable gains were in
relation to human rights and citizen awareness and mobilization. Although the grants were highly disparate
in nature—ranging from psychosocial counselling to preschool education, and from gender-based violence
to voter education—SPICE promoted a cross-cutting theme of rights, and helped coalesce CSOs around
certain thematic areas. There remains significant work to be done on the legal restrictions and operational
control exerted by the government over civil society, especially in the north.

With respect to the grants process, SPICE gave opportunities to a diverse set of organizations based on
rigorous selection and proposal development processes. Use of the FOG mechanism for 85 percent of
grants met a range of obstacles, including the short duration of grants, unpredictable situation, and
inexperience with the milestone system. A huge up-front effort was needed to get FOGs successfully off the
ground, and repeated modifications also proved time-consuming. A USAID informant observed that “SPICE
made it work" primarily due to the staff's high level of commitment to the project. In retrospect, afthough
CSOs with less financial management capacity would have needed support from SPICE to ensure
compliance, simplified grants would have been a better choice for many SPICE grantees.

Question 2: What conclusions and recommendations can be drawn about the relative strengths,
weaknesses, and effectiveness of the various tools and approaches of building professional and institutional
capacity of local organizations?

The three main approaches studied for this question are: USAID direct capacity development support to
DGP grantees, SPICE support to DGP grantees, and SPICE support to 26 targeted SPICE grantees. The
findings and conclusions with respect to DGP support are based on a combination of primary data collected
by this evaluation and comparative data gleaned from the DGP evaluation of 2016.
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Question 2 Findings

USAID support to DGP grantees

The first step by USAID was to facilitate an in-depth Organizational Capacity Assessment (OCA) with each
grantee; they greatly appreciated its participatory nature and self-assessment approach. USAID staff then
offered capacity support focused on financial management, internal administration and project monitoring
and reporting. Grantees generally indicated that the quality and relevance of this support was high and that
they valued this assistance, especially to enable them to handle USAID requirements. All |3 reported that
standard operational procedures were strengthened, and that help with financial procedures helped
enhance internal control systems and reporting. Familiarity of USAID staff with relevant regulations,
templates and tools was a key advantage of this support. However, USAID staff had limited time and
training for playing a capacity development role in addition to their other responsibilities. Engagement by
USAID staff and grantees declined over time, especially after SPICE took on a significant role with these
grantees.

SPICE support to DGP grantees

According to the DGP Evaluation, 12 grantees made progress in improving organizational sustainability, and
those that undertook strategic planning (the most common intervention by SPICE, targeting eight grantees)
said it helped them to proactively focus rather than simply move from project to project. Seven grantees
were able to improve governance, and |2 grantees established detailed performance monitoring systems
(with both SPICE and USAID support). The relevance of SPICE capacity support was considered high, and
SPICE's follow up of consultant work was effective in ensuring quality. However, there were no
Organizational Development Facilitators (ODF) to play a constant supporting role with these CSOs (as
described below for SPICE grantees). Moreover, the level of commitment by DGP grantees was highly
variable; for some grantees, only one or two capacity development activities were conducted with SPICE
support, while others received up to six interventions. Another challenge was posed by the limited pool of
available skilled consultants, which had to be stretched by SPICE to meet the needs of its own grantees and
the DGP grantees. There was some indication that the addition of DGP responsibilities had made it more
difficult for SPICE to concentrate on its primary purpose.

SPICE support to SPICE grantees (Question 2a)

This sub-question focused on the 26 CSOs selected by SPICE for intensive capacity development. SPICE
used a five-stage cycle to guide this intervention, moving from the initial meeting and needs assessment to
development of a comprehensive Organizational Improvement Plan, then on to activities and monitoring,
including periodic review of benchmarks. ODFs were a key aspect of the SPICE methodology; these part-
time consultants provided ongoing coaching, monitoring and liaison for grantees. The overall quality and
relevance of capacity support to these grantees by SPICE was high. Key strengths included the customized
approach to each CSO, reliance on coaching and mentoring, use of ODFs matched to each grantee,
bundling of capacity support with grant funding, and close monitoring.

Challenges included the shallow pool of talent available to be engaged as organizational development
experts, some resistance to professionalization by activist organizations, and measuring change in capacity of
targeted CSOs (outcomes as compared to outputs). The SPICE capacity development process paid little
attention to technical capacity of these 26 CSOs to implement their “core business” as compared to their
organizational or internal management capacity. This was a strategic decision based on various factors,
including persistent government and media criticism of CSOs, including allegations of misuse of funds after
the tsunami relief effort, and high levels of scrutiny by government authorities.

Civil society capacity gaps (Question 2b)

Informants and secondary sources consistently chose access to funding as the uppermost need of Sri Lankan
civil society. Many highlighted the need for CSOs to generate their own income to reduce reliance on
international donors, given that prospects for private sector support are still dim. Although there are signs of

FINAL PERFORMANCE EVALUATION OF SPICE ACTIVITY — FINAL DRAFT REPORT iV



progress in the public image and communications of CSOs, most consider that significant work is required—
not only with CSOs but with other sectors of society. Another dominant theme was the challenge faced by
civil society in fully grasping the complex political situation, and defining their role—as individual
organizations and collectively—in the new context. The need to strengthen internal governance was seldom
mentioned by CSOs, but recognized by SPICE and donors as problematic. A full civil society assessment
would shed additional light on these issues.

Question 2 Conclusions

Re DGP grantees. Notable increases in DGP grantee capacity were achieved due to USAID support,
particularly in financial management and administration. However, it proved difficult for USAID staff to
sustain the level of effort required to both manage and support a full range of capacity building of these
grantees, as the context and grants evolved. The solution of contracting with SPICE was generally
satisfactory for DGP, but resulted in added strain on key personnel of the project and slight reduction in
support to SPICE grantees. SPICE's support was highly valued and had positive effects on almost all DGP
grantees in various areas of capacity. The evaluation observed limitations on the variable commitment by
DGP grantee leadership, and the effects of staff turnover on sustainability of capacity changes.

Re SPICE grantees. The project’s systems for ensuring quality of services and the relatively long intervention
with each organization were key factors in its ability to achieve notable progress in grantee capacity. ODFs
were an effective way of coaching and monitoring targeted CSOs, although SPICE had to make a major
investment in training, coaching and monitoring of the coaches themselves. Comparatively greater advances
were made in certain areas of governance (especially planning) and in management systems and procedures,
including financial management. Fewer results were achieved in relation to external resources and financial
resources, where the context posed substantial obstacles.

Question 3: Best Practices and Lessons Learned
The Team has identified various successful practices from the SPICE experience. They include:

The all-Sri Lankan in-country team and its awareness of the context and players

The low profile of the project

The wide diversity of grants, including thematic and geographic spread

Close supervision of capacity development and grants execution

Organic, responsive approach to network development

USAID willingness to take a risk on SPICE in a tense context for donors and civil society

As for lessons learned, i.e. practices that should be carefully considered in future, they include:

e Heavy reliance on Fixed Obligation Grants (Fixed Amount Awards)
e Highly detailed monitoring requirements and reporting systems, including many indicators and multi-
layered milestones, with limited focus on overarching results

Key Recommendations

e Adopt a nationwide strategy for a potential future civil society support project

e Continue financial and technical support to improve the legal enabling environment for civil society

e Promote CSO synergies and coordination by facilitating the preservation and expansion of various
types of interaction

e Support CSOs to strengthen their constructive engagement (from collaboration, to coordination, to
constructive critique and non-violent dissent) with government

e Continue to integrate assistance with livelihoods of the most vulnerable as part of a broader
strategy to strengthen civil society and citizen engagement

e Continue with grants to CSOs, with a focus on the regions and on grassroots
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Continue to invest in capacity development of the sector as a complement to funding, including
technical as well as management capacity

Prioritize CSO financial sustainability, including efforts to kindle corporate and individual
philanthropy and a long-term strategy for enhancement of the visibility and credibility of civil society
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EVALUATION PURPOSE AND
QUESTIONS

EVALUATION PURPOSE

The purpose of this performance evaluation is to document best practices and lessons learned in enhancing
civil society space (programs and advocacy to protect citizens' rights) through USAID/Sri Lanka's Support for
Professional and Institutional Capacity Enhancement (SPICE) Activity, and develop recommendations to
inform future civil society programming.

EVALUATION QUESTIONS

The Evaluation Team (“the Team") was asked by USAID to research a specific set of evaluation questions,
within the framework of the overall purpose set out above. Those questions are:

I)  What have been the SPICE activity's key successes, challenges, and lessons learned? Responses shall
focus on the following aspects of civil society support: (a) policy advocacy and reform;, (b) citizen
awareness and mobilization; (c) human rights prevention and response mechanisms; (d) human rights
documentation and analysis; (€) enhancing civil society space; and (¥) coalition-building and networking.

2) USAID/Sri Lanka has provided technical assistance for civil society capacity development using a variety
of approaches. This includes capacity development of local organizations through the SPICE project,
Development Grants Program (DGP), and directly led capacity development of local organizations by
USAID Mission Staff. Using the DGP evaluation already conducted by USAID and findings from this
evaluation, what conclusions and recommendations can be drawn about the relative strengths,
weaknesses, and effectiveness of these tools and approaches of building professional and institutional
capacity of local organizations?

2a) How effective has SPICE'’s capacity development approach been in increasing civil society
capacity in the following areas? Vision/ governance, Management resources, Human resources,
Financial resources, External resources and Coalition-building and networking

2b) What are the remaining civil society gaps that could benefit from future support?

3) Based on the evaluation findings and current context, what best practices and recommendations should
be considered for incorporation into future civil society programming in Sri Lanka?

In order to facilitate and clarify the focus of the evaluation, the Team defined the above questions in further
detail, as set out in the Evaluation Design and Methodology in Annex B.

PROJECT BACKGROUND

PROJECT DESCRIPTION'

USAID designed the SPICE Activity in mid-2012, aiming to address the problem of alarmingly diminished
space for effective civic engagement and the protection of citizen rights. This was intended to support the
major development objective that USAID identified in its Country Development and Cooperation Strategy
(FY2011-2013): a strengthened relationship between the state and its citizens, which will allow for greater
reconciliation and protection of citizen rights. The project began in December 2012 and is scheduled to
close in March 2017; total approved funding was $15,182,000.

Since the project was conceived, Sri Lanka has undergone considerable political change; there has been a
democratic opening and increased space for civil society participation, though the transition is still ongoing
and most of the change has not fully manifested in the country. While opening new opportunities, this
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period has also introduced new challenges to civil society. A key obstacle is the gap between powerful
governmental actors and groups that are able to represent citizen concerns and advocate on their behalf,
such as civil society organizations. The overall purpose and outcomes, as described in the Scope of Work
(SOW) for this evaluation, were as follows:

Purpose: Expanded space for independent collective action by citizens, particularly in war affected
areas, with regard to the key issues of governance, inclusion and reconciliation

Outcome |: Improved Protection of Citizens’ Rights by Sri Lankan Organizations
Outcome 2: Enhanced civil society support for development, reconciliation, and governance

Outcome 3: Enhanced management and technical capacity of Sri Lankan organizations supporting
civic participation and inclusive development

In addition, SPICE had a gender-related cross-cutting objective: Gender equality and women's concerns,
capacity and action better addressed by civil society.

In February 2014, the budget was realigned, and the project description modified to provide institutional
and management capacity enhancement services to 14 Development Grants Program (DGP) recipients,
direct grantees of USAID/Sri Lanka (of which one also had a grant from SPICE). As described below, the
evaluation questions also require consideration of the support provided to those organizations, in part
relying on the DGP evaluation conducted in 201 6.

Originally slated as a three-year, $12,000,000 project to end in December 2015, SPICE has been extended
three times: a three-month no-cost extension until March 2016, a one-year extension to March 2017
(which increased the budget to $15,182,000 and revised the project description to respond to the changed
political situation), and a final no-cost extension to June 2017. However, these modifications did not alter
the purpose and outcomes of SPICE. The SPICE cooperative agreement was implemented under the Global
Civil Society Strengthening Leader with Associates (LWA) led by Counterpart Interational. Management
Systems International (MSI) was the lead organization implementing this activity. LWA consortium members
International Center for Non-Profit Law (ICNL) and International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES)
also had minor roles in the project; ICNL to provide expert advice and support on legal regulatory
frameworks, and IFES in collaboration with MSI to replicate a USAID initiative in India.

EVALUATION METHODOLOGY

The evaluation team consisted of three key experts: Team Leader, Ms. Melanie Reimer, an international
expert with significant experience in civil society programming and in conducting similar evaluations; Mr.
Shevon Gooneratne, an experienced lawyer and civil society specialist fluent in Sinhala and English; and Ms.
Verni Vijayarajah, an expert in democracy, human rights and governance issues fluent in Tamil and English. In
designing and implementing this evaluation, the Team has followed the guidelines outlined in USAID's Task
Order for this evaluation and accompanying Scope of Work (Annex A). The team used both quantitative
and qualitative research methods to gather data to investigate the evaluation questions, as described in
more detail in the Evaluation Design and Methodology (Annex B).

The Team used four main data collection methods: document review, key informant interviews (Kll), focus
group discussions (FGD), and an online surv