Lessons on Capacity Development: International Advisors as facilitators for CD? A case from a Water and Sanitation Programme in Vietnam
Background 
Denmark has supported the water sector in Vietnam since the 1990s. In 2006 Denmark together with Australia and Netherlands started to support the National Programme for Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Phase II (NTPII) primarily through ‘Targeted Programme Budget Support (TPBS)’. A pilot phase of two years for nine provinces was designed to identify the necessary safeguards and trial approaches in order to subsequently roll out on a national scale. Technical assistance (TA) both at national and provincial level would ‘play a key role during the pilot’
  focussing on strengthening the institutional, management and technical capacities required for effective implementation of NTPII:  2 long term advisors placed with ministries at national level and 3 advisors at provincial level. The donors argued for the deployment of yet another advisor with Ministry of Finance but this was not accepted by GoV. Furthermore, national consultants and short term international consultants have been involved. 
In December 2009 a strategic review of TA was conducted to propose a framework for the future provision of TA beyond the pilot phase.  Here it was noted that ‘Ministries and current TPBS donors have agreed that long term international TA providing broad based sector advice should not be continued and that the focus now should be on short term international consultants to address specific issues as required’. Concomitantly, the review recommends that ‘Although not currently supported by GOV ministries, future donors to the NTPII may wish to discuss again with ministries the advantages of providing long term adviser inputs at national level’. 

What does this reflect - and what are the lessons to be learned on the provision of TA and the use of international advisors for support to CD?
Analysis of challenges  
There seems to be a different view about the need for international advisors as perceived by the partner and the development partners

The review notes that Provincial capacity is weak and there is ‘clear justification for the provision of funding for TA’ if the national program is going to be implemented as planned. Lessons from the pilot phase have shown that advisors can provide significant added value ‘where there is ownership of the change process being introduced’. However, this is not always the case and ‘the value added of international advisers (and local consultants) is constrained where the recipient agency does not fully understand the role of technical assistance and how to use it; or where the agency or province is content to do ‘business as usual’ and ‘lacks interest to change’. It is further stated that despite the need and potential for TA, it is less clear ‘whether there is demand from implementing units for TA to provide assistance in developing capacity to adopt new practices and approaches’. In addition, TA is sometimes perceived as ‘checking up’ on progress and donor funding. The review recommends that donors and other stakeholders must influence demand for TA and should ‘have a continuing role to play in rising awareness about the availability of TA to support program implementation through capacity building’. 

A closely related challenge is the question of ownership to the TA. ‘In principle, it was acknowledged by the donors that TA should be provided through the NTPII itself, rather than off budget (in-kind) to enhance local ownership, utilization and accountability’. However, ‘it was recognized there were limitations on government capacity to identify and procure appropriate TA in a timely manner’. Therefore it was agreed that recruitment and management of long term TA would be undertaken by the donors and short term TA by both parties. Today partners and donors seem to agree that a flexible approach to TA contracting should be retained making use of the most appropriate mechanism on a case by case basis. ‘In simple terms, GoV procedures are appropriate where there is adequate lead time and the URS model (donor model, ed.) is appropriate for urgent recruitment of local TA’. ‘Off budget support remains the most effective way to provide TA and a range of contracting mechanisms should be retained’. 
Also the fragmentation of TA in relation to providing a holistic support to the sector development in coordination with other partners’ input has been a challenge. Even though the identification process of TA needs was strengthened recently with implementing units identifying their needs and submitting specific TA proposals, the TA request does still not relate to an overall ministry work plan for enhancing sector performance nor for ensuring coordination with other partners providing TA.
The above examples give rise to many questions and reflections: Is TA and international advisors the best response to addressing the CD needs in the program, - can advisors positively influence ownership to the change process? What difference does it make who defines the need and content of TA, and who ‘owns’ it? Why do the donors prefer long term advisors and the partner, short term? 
Key lessons learned 
· When attempting to ‘stimulate’ demand for TA, there is a risk that TA becomes supply rather than demand driven, thereby undermining its effectiveness for CD.  A review focussing on the provision of TA would see CD needs and solutions primarily through ‘TA lenses’. The analysis might look different if the point of departure was the partner perspective – who wants to change what; what are the partners’ own inputs to this change process, and how can donors best add value?
· The question about who defines the demand for TA is central to the answer on how best to provide it, - international or local advisors, long term vs. short term, technical vs. generalist profile. Due to different agendas, often partners and donors have different perspectives. Partners and donors must therefore be clear about and agree on the purpose and role of advisors – including the priorities of functions and roles if the advisors are supposed to “serve all masters”. Advisors serve many purposes, e.g. apart from providing technical assistance to the partner, they are a source of information for the donor, instrumental in the political dialogue and most often have a control function.  Not all purposes are officially recognised and some are conflicting, potentially leading to the TA not adding optimal value to CD processes.

· There are pros and cons about long- and short term advisors, respectively, and no uniform best practice. But the different opinions in this case may well reflect underlying tensions in how advisors have worked and have been perceived. Getting these possible tensions into the dialogue might be important – otherwise the preference for short-term advisors may end as a disappointment because it does not address the real issues. 
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� Apparently, it is only one of the development partners who agree with the review on the need to keep advocating for long term advisors. The other partners agree with the GoV that the need can be met with short term advisors. 





