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The country led evaluation (CLE) paradox 
Robert Picciotto 
Country led evaluation (CLE) is fully consistent with the ownership, partnership and results orientation criteria that are embedded in the DAC principles of effective aid. CLE is also favored by the Paris Declaration that endorses alignment of aid practices to developing countries’ own public sector processes. Hence, donors frequently express support for CLE when they argue that developing countries should be in the driver’s seat of the development process. What then explains the pervasive neglect of CLE? 

CLE is hardly constrained by obstacles on the supply side. Delivery of evaluation services by developing countries would grow if targeted resources were made available for CLE. Evaluation skills are now widely available. Substantial resources have been devoted to evaluation capacity development by donors over the past three decades. Evaluation training is available. Evaluation associations have sprouted all over the developing world. A buoyant evaluation consultancy industry is readily accessible to rich and poor countries alike. 

It follows that CLE is mostly constrained on the demand side. Specifically, effective demand for CLEs is weak because of the scarcity of funds allocated for this purpose.  Evaluation being a public good, it is under-funded and available evaluation budgets are understandably used to satisfy the demands of donor countries’ taxpayers as a matter of priority. 
This is why donor institutions focus their own budgets on ensuring that aid funds are adequately and rigorously tracked to achieve its intended development objectives. Equally, grant funds devoted to public sector management improvement are rarely used for CLEs since they are controlled by operational managers who may be nervous about the potential loss of control and the risk of embarrassment that may result from country led aid evaluations.  

Nor are developing countries all that keen to use their scarce financial and skills resources for aid evaluation since aid represents only a fraction of their own budgets: it is below 10 percent of total public expenditures for over 70 percent of aid recipients. Furthermore, some developing country officials privately admit that they would be reluctant to publish critical evaluations of aid for fear of retaliation by aid providers. They believe that rocking the boat of existing aid protocols can be risky. 

This means that funding of CLE by developing countries hinges on shifting the unit of account from aid funded operations to the entire development program.  In turn, effective demand for such evaluations will only materialize in countries where public sector accountability is a characteristic of the enabling environment. In particular, CLE is more likely to thrive in countries where democratic checks and balances obtain and the civil society is given free rein. In autocracies, evaluation lacks independence and it is mostly used as a tool of public sector management by the executive.  This explains the widespread adoption of results based management systems that masquerade as evaluations. 

What then is to be done by donors to promote CLE? First, promote it for public expenditures programs rather than for aid operations only. Second, give a privileged role to evaluation capacity development within public sector management assistance programs and projects. Third, emphasize CLE in the management of PRSP processes. Fourth, include funding for CLE in aid operations. Fifth, gear evaluation capacity development programs towards the needs of parliaments and non-governmental organizations. 
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