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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

KEY POINTS

U] Project overall evaluated as Marginally Unsatisfactory. Despite this rating, the evaluators are
not writing the project off as beyond repair — far from it. There are opportunities ahead, which
if grasped and the recommendations from this report implemented, give the Project a chance of
achieving most of its original objectives.

. Implementation of the Project has been poor, with low capacity within the Project Management
Office exhibited through insufficient technical understanding, an ineffectual strategic grasp of
the Project, inadequate project management skills, and little ability to influence government
processes from an outside position in an NGO. While some changes have been made recently,
they appear insufficient to make a decisive difference, hence the implementation approach is

evaluated as Unsatisfactory.

. The Inception Report lists seven groups of stakeholders but there is little evidence that five of
these have actually been involved, and stakeholder involvement has been evaluated as
Marginally Unsatisfactory.

. Project monitoring and evaluation has been evaluated as Marginally Unsatisfactory.
. The signs are that if the Project is re-structured to actually achieve some of its aims, these

would be largely sustainable, hence sustainability has been evaluated as Satisfactory.

Key successes — are far too few for this stage of the Project, but include: mainstreaming the concept of
biodiversity into the overarching policy framework of the Xinyang Municipality through its inclusion
in the Outline of Xinyang Municipality on the 12th Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social
Development; incorporation of biodiversity and ecological function conservation into the 12th Five-
Year (2011-2015) Plan of Xinyang Municipality on Rural Poverty Alleviation and Development;
formulation of the Overall Plan of Jiangwan Village — A Typical Design of the 12th Five-Year Plan on
Whole Village Advancement by Poverty Alleviation Office of the State Council; development of the
Guidelines of Xinyang Municipality on Poverty Alleviation and Development Lending; baseline
surveys of the ecological impacts arising from various sectors or sub-sectors including the supply of
flowers; medicinal herbs; mining; forestry; agricultural non-point-source pollution; and tourism;
reports of the impacts of policies and regulations in the agriculture, forestry, mining and tourism
sectors on ecological function and biodiversity; a report “Survey Plan of Impact of Poverty
Alleviation and Development on Ecosystem Function and Biodiversity”; and increased awareness
amongst the municipal and county policy makers and practitioners, and the public about the critical
nature of the HHRB as an IEFA/KEFZ and area with rich biodiversity'.

Key problem areas — the PMO demonstrates minimal understanding of the technical requirements of
the Project and as a result has not yet embarked upon key aspects of mainstreaming; very little
progress has been made on the lower level documents necessary for converting the policy framework
into progress on the ground, e.g. regulations, operational guidelines, technical manuals, standards
and enforcement strategies, zoning plans, incentive programmes and monitoring systems; the
generation and dissemination of lessons learned, vital to the Project’s success, have not yet started
and have been confused with an irrelevant public awareness campaign; most of the achievements
quoted above are of low quality; there is no evidence of demonstration activities or of technical
training on the ground; there is no apparent strategy for taking forward the outputs of numerous big
meetings into an integrated end product; and a very large amount of money has been spent with very
little to show for it.

' XMG/PMO comment: About Key successes: the Project has achieved some successes for this stage, besides [what is
listed]; the overriding is that awareness of biodiversity conservation has grown into the national strategy and been enshrined
in “Guidance of the State Council on Support Henan Province to Accelerate Construction of Central Plains Economic Zone”.
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The Mid-term Evaluation (MTE) of the Project was conducted over a period of 21 days between I 9"
March and 26™ April 2012 by a team comprising one international and one national consultant. It
was carried out somewhat behind schedule 33months into a 48-month Project. The Evaluation’s ToR
is given in Annex I, its itinerary in Annex Il and the list of people interviewed in Annex IIl. A list of
indicators, their end of Project achievement level, together with performance rating is given in Annex
IV. After receipt of comments on 21" May 2012, which have been added as footnotes to the main text,
the report was finalised on 25™ May 2012.

RESULTS

Output 1.1: Institutional arrangements and capacities for mainstreaming the conservation of
biodiversity and ecosystem functions into local governance — Satisfactory. Institutional arrangements
created and capacities raised.

QOutput 1.2: Biodiversity-friendly land use planning mechanisms (Municipal and County levels) and
associated plans — Marginally Unsatisfactory. The concept of biodiversity has been introduced into a
number of overarching policy framework documents but plans are of poor quality and work appears
to have been costly and inefficient.

QOutput 1.3: Revised standards and monitoring system for biodiversity and other ecological functions —
Highly Unsatisfactory. Monitoring system not yet developed and the progress that has been made is
not fit for purpose.

QOutput 2.1: Enhanced knowledge, understanding and quantification of the impacts of key HHRB
productive sectors on biodiversity and ecological functions — Marginally Unsatisfactory. Surveys and
assessments of the impacts of the key production sectors on ecological functions and biodiversity have
reportedly been produced, but there is little evidence that any linkages have been made to other
outputs. No environmental economic analyses appear to have been undertaken.

Output 2.2: Sectoral policies, laws, regulations, incentives, enforcement methods and standards are
assessed and IEFA-specific alternatives are developed — Marginally Unsatisfactory. Reports on the
impacts of the regulatory environment of various sectors have been completed, but there is no
evidence that they have been used for policy making. No IEFA-specific policies, regulations,
standards and enforcement strategies, or incentive programmes have yet been planned or
implemented.

Qutput 2.3: Increased awareness and capacities among public and private sector stakeholders to
respond to revised regulations and incentives — Marginally Satisfactory. Some good public awareness
undertaken and evidence shows that the capacity of government organisations has increased as a
result, but the central plank of this output is missing, i.e. increased stakeholder awareness and
capacity to respond to revised regulations and incentives, as is any form of demonstration of land-use
management systems.

QOutput 3.1: A strategy to capture potential synergies between poverty alleviation lending, ecosystem
function conservation and biodiversity conservation — Marginally Satisfactory. Baseline survey of
HHRB’s existing poverty lending portfolio completed and Guidelines of Xinyang Municipality on
Poverty Alleviation and Development Lending developed but these are of little use since the seven
principles are very general. Biodiversity and ecological function conservation has been incorporated
into the 12th Five-Year (2011-2015) Plan of Xinyang Municipality on Rural Poverty Alleviation and
Development which is the first time that this has been achieved anywhere in China, and also into the
Overall Plan of Jiangwan Village — A Typical Design of the 12th Five-Year Plan on Whole Village
Advancement by Poverty Alleviation Office of the State Council but for reasons unknown, a field visit
to this village was not included in the MTE mission.

QOutput 3.2: Poverty alleviation lending and associated technical support programmes that directly
encourage biodiversity and ecosystem function conserving production — Unsatisfactory. No evidence
of any action under this output. The PMO’s claims that the Guidelines have been applied to US$ 77.8
million loaned to local people during the 24 months of 2010-2011 are fanciful since the Guidelines
were finalised only on 17" June 2011and no precise operational guidelines nor any mechanism for
implementing them exist.
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QOutput 4.1: National and local-level learning networks gather and/or generate lessons learned —
Unsatisfactory. Little activity undertaken — some national study tours completed but no National
Knowledge Management Officer employed, no lesson learning networks established, very few lessons
learned have been captured or generated, and there is no evidence of any exchange. The few lessons
learned are of a very low standard and simply describe the Project’s experiences. FECO were
contracted by the Project in December 2011 to undertake the work associated with this Outcome and
it now appears in safe and extremely professional hands.

Output 4.2: Communication, dissemination and exchange of lessons learned among HHRB project
stakeholders, IEFA managers and, through CBPF network, relevant sectoral agencies (mining,
forestry, land use management) — Unsatisfactory. Project added “media publicity” as an activity and

most work carried out on this rather than on the intended communication, dissemination and
exchange of lessons learned and has resulted in a serious confusion between the task of exchanging
lessons learned and that of awareness-raising.

Output 4.3: Revision of Guidelines for IEFA Planning and adoption of IEFA policy measures,
biodiversity indicators and targets with water retention and biodiversity values — Marginally
Satisfactory. Activities under this Output naturally fall into the later stages of the Project. Training
book produced appears to offer a reasonable introduction to many of the concepts and issues.

KEY ISSUES

The Project exhibits a worrying lack of progress at a point almost two-thirds of the way through its
lifespan.  Significant advances have been made with regard to mainstreaming biodiversity into the
overarching policy framework of the Municipality, facilitated by strong political support which is one
of the most commendable features of the Project. However, this major achievement represents only
one stage of the mainstreaming process, and the lower level documents such as the regulations,
operational guidelines, technical manuals, standards and enforcement strategies, zoning plans,
incentive programmes and monitoring systems, show little if any progress and where they do, quality
is very low. On the ground, progress is conspicuous by its absence, e.g. there are no demonstration
activities, and no technical training was evident. There is also a lack of understanding of the
importance of the two-way communication of lessons learned. Confusion is also evident between the
idea of public awareness-raising (an activity introduced into the logframe in the Inception Report) and
that of the communication of lessons learned to benefit the wider IEFA/KEFZ process. While
unforeseen faults in the Project’s design (initial use of an NGO to implement the Project with little
ability to influence government processes, low capacity of stakeholders, and over ambition) are partly
the cause, the main problem is the low capacity of staff within the PMO with insufficient technical
understanding, an ineffectual strategic grasp of the Project, and inadequate project management
skills. There is a technical vacuum at the heart of the Project which manifests itself through there
being no clear understanding of what the Project is trying to achieve or the steps needed to achieve it.
As a result, there is no clear technical strategy in place or technical leadership displayed. The PMO
displays an alarming air of complacency and self-congratulation on achievements that are very
limited, and this pervades downwards so that most people interviewed indicated that they believed
progress was satisfactory. An overly large team of experts has been employed, perhaps in an attempt
to fill the technical vacuum, but without strong leadership and clear guidance they have been able to
achieve little besides a series of uncoordinated meetings and reports with no clear evidence that these
have been followed up with some form of implementation on the ground. Much of the work that has
been achieved is of such low quality that its usefulness is highly questionable, e.g. the biodiversity
overlays and initial designs of the biodiversity monitoring system. The Project displays a worrying
inability to differentiate between its own achievements on the ground and those of other projects or of
baseline activities and this has led to inaccurate reporting. While the XMG made significant efforts in
mid-2011 to try and improve the Project by enhancing its leadership through bringing the PMO inside
of the Municipality’s EPB and appointing a new NPD and Deputy-Director (Management), it remains
hamstrung by the lack of relevant technical skills, although Outcome 4 now appears to be in the safe,
professional hands of the Foreign Economic Cooperation Office to whom it has been subcontracted.
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The evaluators believe that the Project requires radically restructuring in order to achieve the success
that the considerable levels of political capital and finance invested deserve. Actions involved in such
restructuring (approximately chronological order) include: extension of the Project’s timeframe
(including modelling finances),; analysis of Project spending to date to find means for improving cost-
effectiveness; suspension of the Project while the changes are made; replacement of the majority of
the PMO; provision of strong technical leadership through a National Technical Advisor;
simplification of the logframe and the activities; and restructuring of the TAG and Experts’ contracts.

Recommendations and Lessons Learned are listed on pages 48-49.
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APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY

1. The Monitoring and Evaluation Policy at the project level in UNDP/GEF has two overarching
objectives, namely to promote accountability for the achievement of GEF objectives through the
assessment of results, effectiveness, processes and performance of the partners involved in GEF
activities; and to promote learning, feedback and knowledge sharing on results and lessons learned
among the GEF and its partners, as basis for decision-making on policies, strategies, programme
management, and projects and to improve knowledge and performance. With this in mind, this Mid-
term evaluation (MTE) was initiated by UNDP China as the GEF Implementation Agency for the
Conservation and Sustainable Use of Biodiversity in the Headwaters of the Huaihe River Basin
Project to measure the effectiveness and efficiency of Project activities in relation to the stated
objectives, and to collate lessons learned.

2. The MTE was conducted over a period of 21 days between 19" March and 26" April 2012 by a
team comprising one international and one national consultant. It was carried out on somewhat behind
schedule, 33months into a 48-month Project (although there is some confusion over the official
closing date which one PIR lists as December 2013 (see paragraph 64)). The approach was
determined by the terms of reference (Annex I) which were closely followed, via the itinerary detailed
in Annex II. Full details of the objectives of the MTE can be found in the TOR, but the evaluation has
concentrated on assessing the concept and design of the Project; its implementation in terms of quality
and timeliness of inputs, financial planning, and monitoring and evaluation; the efficiency and
effectiveness of activities carried out and the objectives and outcomes achieved, as well as the likely
sustainability of its results, and the involvement of stakeholders. The report was finalised on 25" May
2012 after receipt of comments on 21* May.

3. The Evaluation was conducted through the following participatory approach:

. extensive face-to-face and Skype interviews with the project management and technical support
staff, including some members of the Project Steering Committee (PSC) and the Project
Management Office (PMO). Throughout the evaluation, particular attention was paid to
explaining carefully the importance of listening to stakeholders’ views and in reassuring staff
and stakeholders that the purpose of the evaluation was not to judge performance in order to
apportion credit or blame but to measure the relative success of implementation and to
determine learn lessons for the wider GEF context. The confidentiality of all interviews was
stressed. Wherever possible, information collected was cross-checked between various sources
to ascertain its veracity, but in some cases time limited this. A full list of people interviewed is
given in Annex III.

° face-to-face interviews with a small number of local stakeholders in three of the five
counties/districts covered by the Project — Luoshan, Shangcheng, and Xinxian;

. a thorough review of project documents and other relevant texts, including the Project
Document, logframe, Inception Report, and monitoring reports, such as annual progress and
financial reports prepared for UNDP, GEF, annual Project Implementation Reviews (PIR),
relevant correspondence, and other project-related material produced by the project staff or
partners including a mid-term self-assessment report by the PMO; and

. field visits to farmers growing organic tea, cultivating medicinal herbs, and running tourist-
related businesses.
4. Wherever possible the MTET has tried to evaluate issues according to the criteria listed in the

UNDP-GEF Monitoring and Evaluation Policy, namely:

. Relevance — the extent to which the activity is suited to local and national development
priorities and organisational policies, including changes over time.
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. Effectiveness — the extent to which an objective has been achieved or how likely it is to be

achieved.

. Efficiency — the extent to which results have been delivered with the least costly resources
possible.

. Results — the positive and negative, and foreseen and unforeseen, changes to and effects

produced by a development intervention. In GEF terms, results include direct project outputs,
short-to medium term outcomes, and longer-term impact including global environmental
benefits, replication effects and other, local effects.

. Sustainability — the likely ability of an intervention to continue to deliver benefits for an
extended period of time after completion. Projects need to be environmentally as well as
financially and socially sustainable.

5. The original logframe in the Project Document has remained unrevised to date. This logframe
with four Outcomes, 11 Outputs, and 27 indicators has been used throughout as the basis for the this
evaluation (see Annex IV), and the MTET has evaluated the Project’s performance against these
according to the current six-point evaluation criteria provided to it by the GEF. This is reproduced in
Table 1 for clarity.

TABLE 1: CRITERIA USED TO EVALUATE THE PROJECT BY THE FINAL EVALUATION TEAM

Highly Satisfactory (HS) Project is expected to achieve or exceed all its major global
environmental objectives, and yield substantial global environmental
benefits, without major shortcomings. The project can be presented as
“good practice”.

Satisfactory (S) Project is expected to achieve meost of its major global environmental
objectives, and yield satisfactory global environmental benefits, with
only minor shortcomings.

Marginally Satisfactory (MS) Project is expected to achieve most of its major relevant objectives but
with either significant shortcomings or modest overall relevance. Project
is expected not to achieve some of its major global environmental
objectives or yield some of the expected global environment benefits.

Marginally Unsatisfactory (MU) | Project is expected to achieve some of its major global environmental
objectives with major shortcomings or is expected to achieve only some
of its major global environmental objectives.

Unsatisfactory (U) Project is expected not to achieve most of its major global environment
objectives or to yield any satisfactory global environmental benefits.
Highly Unsatisfactory (U) The project has failed to achieve, and is not expected to achieve, any of

its major global environment objectives with no worthwhile benefits.

6. The results of the evaluation were conveyed semi-formally to the Project Director and
subsequently to the UNDP-CO prior to the lead evaluator’s departure from China.

CONSTRAINTS

7. The initial logistics of the evaluation were seriously inconvenienced by the insistence of the
implementing partner (the Xinyang Municipal Government (XMGQ)) to restrict the in-country mission
to just seven days’, a position that representations from the UNDP-CO eventually managed to change

2 XMG comment: The initial itinerary was fixed after repeated communications among Evaluators, UNDP-CO and XMG.
XMG arranged the evaluation itinerary reasonably, which had been informed of the MTET in advance. Upon receiving the
requirements of the Lead Evaluator for an extension, XMG and UNDP-CO gave full respect and understanding to it and
accepted. Moreover they provided MTET with all facilities in work and logistics for the extension. The debriefing meetings
which were indispensable to the evaluation and conformed to the national conditions of China were arranged in the course
of evaluation. Such meetings in the project counties were cancelled later by PMO according to the requirements of the Lead
Evaluator. In short, XMG and PMO tried their best to respect the ideas of the MTET and made corresponding adjustments
in a timely manner in accordance with requirements of the evaluators and tried their best to provide all facilities for the
evaluation. XMG had to devote additional administrative cost to the provisional changes. XMG expects the MTET can
understand it. MTET response: The MTET expresses its gratitude to the XMG for its hospitality and flexibility in
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to nine days, prior to the mission. In order to accommodate this and avoid diplomatic difficulties, the
Lead Evaluator agreed to this arrangement initially but made repeated requests to the XMG for an
extension during the mission itself; an extension that was subsequently granted five days into the
mission. However, this situation meant that the MTET was unable to schedule a meeting with the
UNDP-CO staff (Team Leader of Energy and Environment Cluster and Programme Manager) until the
end of the in-country mission, hence had to forego a detailed briefing on, or gain important insights
into, the Project’s context, e.g. its synergy with the China Biodiversity Partnership Framework the EU-
China Biodiversity Programme. Since this was not obtained until after it was possible to ask further
questions on these with other stakeholders, potentially valuable lessons learned were missed.
However, one gain did transpire — by not learning the UNDP-CO’s views until the end of the mission,
this did mean that the MTET came to its conclusions independently of those interviews and of the de-
briefing process, where many of their concerns were confirmed.

PROJECT CONCEPT AND DESIGN

8. China is recognised as one of 12 mega-biodiversity countries in the world, and was one of first
countries to sign the Convention on Biodiversity in June 1992. Since then, while the Government of
China has made considerable efforts on strengthening the enabling environment for biodiversity
conservation, initially focussing on the establishment of a system of strictly protected areas (Nature
Reserves), “biodiversity continues to be lost at troubling rates”. In November 2000, the State
Council issued an “Outline of National Ecological Environment Protection” in which the concept of
the Important Ecological Function Area (IEFA) was introduced, but with no immediate practical or
legal implications for management or planning. In 2004, the State Environmental Protection Agency
(now the Ministry of Environmental Protection (MEP)), working in close collaboration with China’s
Academy of Sciences, drafted a national ecological functions zoning scheme, identifying 50 IEFAs,
including the Headwaters of Huaihe River Basin (HHRB), which was published jointly in July 2008.
These areas cover a total of 2.2 million km®, approximately 22% of China’s total land area.

9. In 2006, under the preparatory phase of the China Biodiversity Partnership Framework (CBPF),
UNDP-GEF and the Government of China undertook an in-depth Gap Analysis to identify major
shortcomings in the strategies, systems and implementation of biodiversity conservation in China.
Amongst the major themes was mainstreaming biodiversity into development planning and policy
making. The analysis found that, in general, previous measures to conserve biodiversity had focused
mostly on time-bound, isolated efforts to protect specific habitats or to change behaviour of a limited
number of resource users.

10. The concept for the Project originated as a proposal under the umbrella of the China
Biodiversity Partnership Framework for Action submitted to GEF in August 2007. Within this, the
HHRB Project was identified as one of seventeen projects needed to help address the issues identified,
and one of nine addressing the CBPF’s second theme — that of “Mainstreaming biodiversity into socio-
economic sectors, plans and investment decision-making”. The HHRB Project entered the GEF
pipeline on 5" October 2007 with the approval of PIF and inclusion in the November 2007 work
programme. The CEO Endorsement request, Project Document and associated papers were submitted
to the GEF Secretariat on 29" May 2008) and, following receipt of comments, a final submission was
made on the 24™ November 2008. GEF CEO endorsement was received on 21% January 2009 as a
Full-sized Project as part of Strategic Objective Biodiversity #2 Mainstreaming Biodiversity in
Production Landscapes and Sectors, and in keeping with Strategic Programme (SP) 4: Strengthening

ultimately making the mission a success. Nonetheless, the fact remains that from the outset the Lead Evaluator made the
point that the mission required a minimum of 11 days in-country and made requests to that effect, yet despite the “repeated
communications”, the XMG agreed to only nine days and that after significant persuasion by the UNDP-CO. The full 11-day
period was finally granted only some five days into the mission after yet further repeated requests by the Lead Evaluator —
the results of which are the constraints outlined in the text.

3 Project Document.
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the Policy and Regulatory Framework for Mainstreaming Biodiversity and SP 5: Fostering Markets
for Biodiversity Goods and Services of the GEF Business Plan.

11. The Project itself is conceptually elegant, recognising the need to provide biodiversity
conservation actions at the landscape scale and fitting it closely with the political initiatives the
Chinese Government has launched to meet the same end. There is a strong logical structure to the
Project with mutually supporting outcomes aimed at the policy environment; various productive
sectors where particular serious threats to biodiversity have been targeted, e.g. the medicinal plant
market, ornamental trees and flowers; cross-sectoral aspects concerned with poverty alleviation
actions; and, importantly, a strong communication function to meet the key need of the project,
namely

“The key barrier that this project seeks to address in promotion of IEFAs as [a]
viable nationally replicable approach for mainstreaming biodiversity into areas
identified for high values of ecological services is that [a] replicable approach for
implementing this concept has not been demonstrated”.

For the most part, the Project Document is argued coherently and is well written in places.
Unfortunately, this is not the case throughout and several authors appear to have been responsible, a
fact that may underlie some of the aspects discussed further below. Basic proof-reading would also
have helped remove many of the errors —poor punctuation, poor capitalisation, and different fonts all
present in a single paragraph; mis-numbering of lists; poor choice of words; confusion over
measurements such as tons and tonnes, typographical errors in acronyms where no explanation of the
abbreviation has been given (e.g. NUICEF instead of UNICEF).

12.  However, there are a number of key flaws in the design that have had a major detrimental
impact on its subsequent implementation. These include:

o Use of an NGO as the Project Management Office (PMO) for a mainstreaming project4:

Superficially, the identification of the Xinyang Municipal Eco-Environmental Association
(XMEEA) to be the PMO appears to have significant attractions, e.g.:

o approved by the XMG and registered in civil administration government, as an
independent juridical association for preparing the HHRB national Ecological Function
Conservation Area;

o a mandate to conduct survey, research, training and project development related to eco-
environment and biodiversity conservation in HHRB, and to engage in international
exchange and cooperation to promote construction of the HHRB national IEFA;

o an apparently impeccable track record having, since its establishment in 2001, “directly
applied for and implemented various international, bilateral and/or multilateral
cooperation projects granted by WFP, UNDP, UNICEF and EU, and has achieved
satisfactory social results and won the unanimous appraisal and recognition at home and
abroad”; and

o) an ability to provide US$ 1,480,000 of in-kind co-finance;

However, a greater understanding of mainstreaming would have recognised the central role of
Government in the process, and the significant difficulties (or even inability) of an NGO to
influence government policy from the outside should have been identified and avoided by
embedding the PMO within the XMG.

. Lack of capacity: Low capacity is included in the first of the barriers identified for the Project to
overcome and yet the concept appears to have been ignored in the design of the implementation
where multiple new ideas (biodiversity conservation, environmental protection, Important

* There are many circumstances in which an NGO is an excellent choice as a PMO and the lead evaluator has seen many;
however perhaps not for the context of mainstreaming.
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Ecological Function Area) are being introduced to line ministries of local government where
inevitably capacity is limited’.

. Over-ambition: Mainstreaming takes time — lots of it. The Project was designed for only four
years, a short period even if everything were to run smoothly. While the strong political
engagement of the XMG was recognised (and has proved a strength — see paragraph 70 et seq.)
and factored in, the weaknesses in capacity and the practical aspects of the demonstrations (e.g.
organic certification of demonstration agriculture requiring three years) were not. In short, no
margin for error or delay was allowed for.

. Poorly-designed logframe®: While most of the planned strategy in the text of the Project
Document is captured by the indicators, the indicators themselves are often ambiguous, e.g. in
indicator #4' the performance indicator is “Biodiversity conservation and poverty alleviation in
China are mutually supportive” but the target is “By project completion, biodiversity and
ecosystem function conservation widely recognized within HHRB as being fully compatible
with, and in many cases complementary to, poverty alleviation objectives” — but the idea that
recognition equates to active mutual support is false, and both concepts are qualitative and not
quantitative. Indicator # 24 appears to have no activities connected to it so it would seem hard
to achieve. Furthermore, many of the targets are extraordinarily high, e.g.

o Indicator #14 “At least 70% of medicinal plants collected in at least one (demonstration)
county are being harvested according to sustainable practices, resulting in enhanced
viability of 15 threatened plant species”;

o Indicator #15 “At least 100,000 ha of agricultural lands close to high biodiversity and
other ecologically important areas under eco-friendly management’,

o Indicator #21 “80% of the market supply of 3 to 5 threatened herbs from HHRB are from
certified sustainable sources”;

o Indicator #22 “30,000 hectares of organic teas and other agricultural practices
certified”;

further indication of over-ambition.

13. In addition to these key flaws, others are also present, for example:

. The choice of just a single municipality in which to demonstrate lessons learned in seeking to
address the “promotion of IEFAs as a viable nationally replicable approach for
mainstreaming biodiversity into areas identified for high values of ecological services”
when most of these IEFAs (including the HHRB area) extend across more than one
province. Demonstration of inter-provincial or inter-municipality cooperation would appear to
be an important aspect to be addressed and yet the Project’s implementation strategy appears to
ignore this.

. The arrangement whereby the Project establishes an HHRB National Ecological Function
Conservation Area Construction Leading Group (HCLG), under the leadership of the Deputy
Mayor of Xinyang Municipality to which the PMO reports appears to the MTET to be strange,
since the PMO would be leading the implementation and requiring assistance from the HCLG to
coordinate and facilitate key actions within the XMG®. Reporting to a body which is implicitly

> No disrespect is intended to those involved in the Project, but it is a fact of life that in a meritocracy, those in County
Government aspire to a position in Municipal Government, those in Municipal Government to Provincial Government, and
those in Provincial Government to State Government.

8 XMG comment: In technology, XMG agrees the proposal of MTET to simplify the Project logframe. In fact after the
municipal EPB took over the Project, some big and ambitious targets, which can’t be achieved in the short-termed Project
with the limited funds, were found out in Project document and there are inconsistencies. In the near future, PMO will
employ experts and organize technicians to make reach about the Project and further simplify the logframe and achieve the
core targets of the Project under guidance of UNDP China.

7 Indicator numbers are those applied in Annex IV.

8 GEF-UNDP RTA comment: I don’t find it particularly strange. My understanding was that the HCLG is an entity
embedded in the government structure and it is in the driving seat and the PMO (the project) will be supporting the HCLG.
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led by the body doing the reporting appears to be illogical, especially when oversight of the
Project is already provided by a joint PSC/Tripartite Review. Better would have been having
the PMO and HCLG working cooperatively at the same level.”

. Some statements in the Project Document text have no corresponding actions in the logframe
and seem to fall outside the immediate ability of the Project to influence, e.g. “the project will
help in the identification of global biodiversity values of all planned IEFAS”.

14. The following are the key objectives formulated under the Project’s logframe and these have
been used throughout this evaluation as the basis for assessment (see also Annex IV):

Objective
To demonstrate practical mechanisms to mainstream biodiversity in China’s IEFA

Outcome 1
Biodiversity and ecosystem function conservation mainstreamed into HHRB planning and monitoring.

Outcome 2

Biodiversity and ecological function conservation mainstreamed into key productive sectors.

Outcome 3

Biodiversity and ecosystem function considerations are regularly mainstreamed into poverty
alleviation strategies and programmes at HHRB.

Outcome 4
Lessons learned at HHRB inform and strengthen ongoing efforts to manage IEFAs throughout China.

PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION

15.  UNDP signed the Project Document with the Government of China on 2™ June 2009, thereby
commencing the Project, however, first disbursements were not made until 14™ December 2009, a full
six months later. A UNDP-GEF Project inception workshop was organised and held on 6-7" January
2010 and an Inception Report was produced immediately after.

PARTICIPATING AGENCIES

16. The Project has been executed in accordance with the standard rules and procedures of the
UNDP National Execution Modality. The Project’s executing partner agency is the Ministry of
Finance (MoF) which is the GEF National Focal Point in China. The Project’s implementing partner
has been the Xinyang Municipal Government (XMG) and through this the Government has
exercised financial management with the National Project Director acting as the approving officer and
the National Project Manager as the certifying officer for payments; but it has not been involved in the
flow of funds. The UNDP-CO has signed the quarterly budgets and annual workplans, provided an
assurance role by always having a presence on any selection panel, and on occasion has made direct
payments (thereby acting as a business agent to provide those services). UNDP has acted through the
Project Document to empower the Project to enter into contractual arrangements with physical and
legal persons on their behalf, and to manage project funds, including budget planning, monitoring,
revisions, disbursements, record keeping, reporting and auditing that all observe UNDP rules.

MTET response: The MTET agrees with the RTA, but suggests that there is a difference between “supporting” the HCLG
and “reporting” to it which is what the Project Document shows.

? UNDP-CO comment: HCLG in highest decision-making body, which has the function to coordinate all the related projects
implemented in Xinyang City, it’s workable for avoid duplication and overlaps, etc. MTET response: Again, the MTET
acknowledges this and can see that the PMO would have to work through the HCLG in order to accomplish most of its tasks;
but as with the previous footnote, this is still markedly different from the PMO reporting to this body. Perhaps the MTET is
being a little pedantic, but it still comes across as a strange arrangement as written, even if commonsense has been applied to
the actual implementation.
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17.  Project oversight has been undertaken at the strategic level by an inter-institutional Committee,
known in this Project as a Project Steering Committee'’ (PSC). The PSC has been chaired by the
Vice-mayor of Xinyang Municipality and, according to the list provided to the MTET, comprises
members drawn from eight bodies, thus: Xinyang Municipal Government, International Department of
MOF, Foreign Economic Cooperation Office (FECO) of MEP, Henan Provincial Finance Bureau,
Henan Development and Reform Commission, Henan Provincial Environmental Protection Bureau,
UNDP-CO, and CBPF Programme Manager. The PMO provided secretariat services and project staff
attend meetings as observers. The PSC has met only once a year (see paragraph 67). In addition, a
Project Leading Group (PLG) was established a week after the Project Document was signed (9th
June 2009) in order to organise and coordinate project activities amongst government departments and
to oversee the formulation of various policy documents. This body meets four times per year, or on an
ad hoc basis as required by the Project. The PLG is also chaired by the Vice-mayor of Xinyang
Municipality, and comprises the following 11 bodies within the XMG: Agriculture Bureau,
Development and Reform Commission, Drug Administration Bureau, Environmental Protection
Bureau, Finance Bureau, Forestry Bureau, Land and Resources Bureau, Poverty Alleviation Office,
Tourism Bureau, Water Resources Bureau, Women’s Federation; plus the NGO Xinyang Municipal
Eco-Environmental Association. At the county level, Local Project Leading Groups have also been
established with similar functional structures to assist coordination within County Governments and
with the XMG.

18.  Financing contributions have been in cash from GEF (US$ $2,727,200), and the Xinyang
Municipal Government (US$ $4,250,000); plus in-kind co-financing from the Xinyang Municipal
Government (US$ 4,125,000), the Xinyang Municipal Eco-Environmental Association (US$
1,480,000), and the Henan Jinghua Biological Engineering Limited Company (US$ 500,000); Total :
US$ 13,082,200

19.  The Project has worked closely with, and through, a range of stakeholders, mostly within the
XMG and associated County-level governments, and a small number of pilot villages. The Inception
Report provides a list of stakeholders as given below, but the MTET could find little evidence that
groups iii to vii were much involved:

(i)  Municipal and county-level officials at HHRB,

(i)  production sector agents in the agriculture, mining, tourism and forestry sectors at HHRB

(iii) MEP officials responsible for the planning of IEFAs,

(iv) national-level officials in relevant sectoral ministries and other Government departments,
particularly those involved with issues such as ecologically sound land use management,
ecological certification and other incentive programs;

(v) officials at other IEFAs throughout China, and;

(vi) municipal and county-level women’s federations to represent the interests of the aging and
women’s populations.

(vii) The wider CBPF partnership is considered the seventh main stakeholder group'.

As aresult, the MTET evaluates stakeholder participation as Marginally Unsatisfactory.

19 Not a Project Board in accordance with UNDP’s results-based management approach.

"' UNDP-CO comment: While it is correct that little participation of other CBPF projects and partners has happened it
cannot be considered a fault of the project as most of the CBPF projects have only just started (2011) or are in the process of
being started up. Also the projects under CBPF differ quite substantially and many do not relate directly to the issues being
addressed under the current project. Because of this it might be harsh to provide a rating of MUs based on that. MTET
response: The MTET acknowledges the point, but since it remains that there was little evidence that stakeholders in groups
iii to vi were involved with this Project (as well as the wider CBPF partnership (group vii)), the rating is retained.
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NATIONAL LEVEL ARRANGEMENTS

Project Direction

20. Overall guidance and coordination of the project implementation has been the responsibility of
the National Project Director (NPD), currently a part-time position held by the Director of the
Xinyang Environmental Protection Bureau, Mr. Liang Jihai'>, who indicated that he spends between
25-33% of his time on Project-related work. He took up this position in June 2011 when at UNDP’s
suggestion, the XMG decided to enhance Government leadership of the Project. Prior to that time, the
NPD had been the Director of the Xinyang Municipal Eco-Environmental Association, Mr. Wang
Zengguo, who subsequently became Project Vice-Director (Technical), and he is assisted by a Project
Vice-Director (Management), Ms. Shao Bing. The NPD and the Vice-Director (Management) are
state employees and are unpaid positions covered by the Government’s in-kind contribution to the
Project. The NPD has been responsible for overseeing the execution of the Project on behalf of the
Government, for achieving the Project’s objectives, and has been accountable to UNDP for the use of
Project resources.

Project Management

21. Day-to-day implementation has been the responsibility of the Project Management Office
(PMO) located in the offices of the Environmental Protection Bureau of the Xinyang Municipal
Government in Xinyang. It comprises a part-time National Project Manager (NPM), a position held
throughout by Mr. Yu Guozhong; a Biodiversity Expert, a position also held throughout by Mr. Zhang
Liyun; an Information Officer, an accountant, a cashier, and a translator. A number of Xinyang EPB
officers appear to form an extended PMO, but the MTET could not determine what role they actually
played in the Project. A Chief Technical Adviser has also been hired, Mr. Yang Qingwen from the
Agricultural Science Academy of China, based in Beijing, who visits for periods of one to two weeks,
two or three times per year.

22. Five Local Project Management Offices (LPMO) have also been established, housed in
offices of the County EPBs, each with a Local Project Director, usually the Director of the County
EPB. The LPMOs comprise a similar management and staffing structure to the main PMO. In
addition, a multi-disciplinary Technical Advisory Group comprising national and international
experts was established on 24" September 2009 to provide technical support to the PMO and LPMOs.

Implementation Approach

23.  There have clearly been problems with the implementation of this Project, mostly arising from
capacity issues within the PMO. Key amongst these have been insufficient technical understanding,
an ineffectual strategic grasp of the Project, inadequate project management skills, and little ability to
influence government processes from an outside position in a NGO. There is a technical vacuum at
the heart of the Project which manifests itself through there being no clear understanding of what the
Project is trying to achieve or the steps needed to achieve it. The Vice-Director (Technical) (formerly
the NPD) and the Biodiversity Expert display little evidence that they understand the differences
between biodiversity conservation and environmental protection, nor that they fully appreciate what
mainstreaming entails. As a result, there is no clear technical strategy in place or technical leadership
displayed. As one senior Project interviewee stated “Many workshops have been held without a clear
aim or giving substantive support to the local population, and which do not fit an overall strategy”;
while another interviewee indicated that “[The Project] produces much material, but all paper with
nothing on the ground. It holds lots of big meetings, spends lots of money, and paper comes out”. An
overly large team of experts has been employed, perhaps in an attempt to fill this vacuum, but without
strong leadership and clear guidance they have been able to achieve little besides a series of
uncoordinated meetings and reports with no clear evidence that these have been followed up with
some form of implementation on the ground. Much of the work that has been achieved is of such low

12 Standard Chinese format for names has been observed in this report with family names given first.
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quality that its usefulness is highly questionable, e.g. the biodiversity overlays and initial designs of
the biodiversity monitoring system. The Project displays a worrying inability to differentiate between
its own achievements on the ground and those of other projects or of baseline activities and this has
led to unintentional (or in places perhaps deliberate) inaccurate reporting. It is clear that the UNDP-
CO has had some misgivings, since in the 2010 PIR it is stated “the project team was having
difficulties in planning the activities in accordance to the design of the project”’, while in 2011, with a
change in the Programme Manager, a suggestion was made to the XMG which decided to enhance its
leadership of the Project by bringing the PMO inside of the Municipality’s EPB and appointing a new
NPD and Vice-Director (Management). As a result, significant efforts have been made by the XMG
to try and improve the Project but it remains hamstrung by the lack of relevant skills. As a result, the
implementation approach is evaluated as Unsatisfactory.

Project Progress and Financial Assessment

24. Total disbursement of funds to the end of December 2011 (the most recent figures available to
the MTE) amounted to US$ 7,853,694 (see Table 2). If Project spending can be taken as a crude
measure of the progress of implementation, then the Project is achieving the progress originally
envisaged, since this sum represents 69.4% of the total budget projected in the Project Document, with
62.5% of the Project period elapsed (30 out of 48 months). It should also be noted that the total
budget for the Project has now grown from the US$ 11,309,600 given in the Project Document to US$
113,082,200 as per the 2010 PIR. Table 2 also shows that total spending on each of the four
Outcomes, and that on Project management, is largely at a similar level with the exception of Outcome
2 which appears to be about 20% higher. Table 2 also shows that disbursement of GEF funds (51.9%)
and those of the XMG (50.8%) were of effectively equal proportions, but disbursement of co-
financing from the XMEEA was three times higher at (147.6%), as well as 2.3 times higher than
would be expected at this stage of the Project. This simple analysis assumes that the budget for the
Project is spread evenly across the years when in fact it could be front-end or rear-end loaded for one
or more components. To investigate this, Table 3 presents the same analysis but for GEF funds only,
and using the actual projected budget for the same stage of the Project, i.e. the budget to 31%
December 2011 (rather than total project budget). Interestingly, this shows up that for all four
Outcomes and for Project management the proportion of GEF funds used is higher in Table 3 than
Table 2 suggesting that the budgeting is rear-end loaded and that the Project is overspending slightly
on everything except Outcome 4.

TABLE 2: TOTAL DISBURSEMENT OF FUNDS BY OUTCOME BY SOURCE TO 31°" DECEMBER 2011 (US$)
AGAINST TOTAL PROJECT BUDGET AS IN THE PROJECT DOCUMENT (FIGURES ROUNDED)

GEF XMG XMEEA Total

Actual | Budget % Actual | Budget % Actual | Budget % Actual Budget %

Outcome 1| 382,554 | 711,600| 53.8% | 1,050,00 2,662,500 39.4% | 930,000| 737,500| 126.1% |2,362,554| 4,111,600| 57.5%

Outcome 2 | 474,780 716,800| 66.2% | 1,000,00 1,737,500 57.6% | 752,000| 362,500 | 207.5% |2,226,780| 2,816,800| 79.1%

Outcome 3| 271,745| 465,800| 58.3% | 873,500 1,655,000 52.8% | 162,000| 150,000| 108.0% | 1,307,245 | 2,270,800| 57.6%

Outcome 4| 137,562| 560,400 | 24.6% | 728,400|1,320,000| 55.2% | 341,000| 230,000 | 148.3% | 1,206,962 | 2,110,400 | 57.2%

Proj. Man. | 150,153 | 272,600| 55.1% | 600,000 | 1,000,000 | 60.0% 750,153 | 1,272,600| 59.0%

Total 1,416,794 | 2,727,200 | 51.9% | 4,251,900 | 8,375,000 | 50.8% | 2,185,000 | 1,480,000 | 147.6% | 7,853,694 | 11,309,600 | 69.4%

SourcCE: PMU/UNDP from Atlas. Note, it is outside the scope of the MTE to independently verify the financial figures
contained in any of the tables and figures presented here through an audit.
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TABLE 3: TOTAL DISBURSEMENT OF GEF FUNDS BY OUTCOME TO 31°" DECEMBER 2011 (US$) AGAINST
PROJECT BUDGET FOR THE SAME PERIOD (TO 31/12/11) AS IN THE PROJECT DOCUMENT (FIGURES

ROUNDED)
Actual Budget %
Outcome 1 382,554.27 572,300 66.9%
Outcome 2 474,179.72 645,850 73.5%
Outcome 3 271,745.33 377,200 72.0%
Outcome 4 137,562.07 415,300 33.1%
Proj. Man. 150,152.78 204,450 73.4%
TOTAL 1,416,794.17 2,215,100 64.0%

SOURCE: PMU/UNDP from Atlas.

25. Table 4 gives the figures for the disbursement of GEF funds by Outcome against budget in each
of the Project half-years as per the Project Document. Figure 1 illustrates these figures as a percentage
of the budget disbursed in each period by Outcome, and Figure 2 shows the same but cumulatively.
These Figures illustrate a number of points:

a) that the common pattern of slow spending at the start of the Project is also apparent here

b)  that work concentrated on Outcome 1 in the first 12 months of the Project, responding to the
opportunity afforded by the unified arrangements of Henan Province for a new round of land
use planning formulation, and has then decreased;

) that work on Outcome 2 started quite early, but remained at a little over half-budget through
2010 but has steadily increased to make up lost ground;

d)  Outcome 3 started very slowly and has fluctuated greatly since, but in the last six months for
which figures are available it has become the main focus of activities;

e) Outcome 4 has been relatively ignored with very low levels of expenditure, running at under
33% of budget until the second half of 2011. Furthermore, since most of the work undertaken
under this Outcome has related to public awareness under a new Activity Media Publicity
introduced at the inception phase and which did not have a budget in the Project Document, it
can be seen that the work associated with the original Activities in the Project must be very low
indeed;

f) Project management costs appear to be running at or slightly above budget, but with no cause
for concern; and

g) Cumulative spending on each of the Project components remains below budget.

TABLE 4: TOTAL DISBURSEMENT OF GEF FUNDS (US$) BY OUTCOME BY HALF-YEAR AGAINST BUDGET AS IN
THE PROJECT DOCUMENT

July-Dec. 2009 Jan-June 2010 July-Dec. 2010 Jan-June 2011 July-Dec. 2011

Actual | Budget | % | Actual | Budget | % | Actual | Budget| % | Actual | Budget | % | Actual | Budget | %

Outcome 1 | 111,300 | 46,725|42.0| 111,300 | 139,171 | 125.0| 99,300 | 88,600 | 89.2| 99,300| 52,971| 533 | 75550| 54,686| 724

Outcome 2 | 151,475| 59,961 | 39.6 | 151,475| 70,554 | 46.6|115475| 78915| 68.3| 115475| 161,208 | 139.6 | 55,975| 102,697 | 183.5

Outcome 3 | 81,000 0] 00| 81,000 11,194| 13.8| 60,300 83,743 | 138.9| 60,300 | 61,686| 102.3| 47,300 | 114,107 | 241.2

Outcome 4 | 41,050 | 8,326 20.3| 41,050| 8,343| 20.3| 70,050 | 23,728| 339| 70,050| 17,674| 252| 96,550 78901| 817

Proj. Man. 34,075| 17,288 50.7| 34,075 30,994| 91.0] 34,075| 34,635| 101.6| 34,075| 36,871]|108.2| 34,075| 36925| 108.4

Total 418,900 | 132,300 | 31.6 | 418,900 | 260,256 | 62.1| 379,200 | 309,621 | 81.7 | 379,200 | 330,410 | 87.1| 309,450 | 387,317 | 125.2

Source: UNDP from Atlas. Note: the above table does not contain the unrealized gain/loss generated by Atlas from UNDP-
CO (totalling -$6,977.55), which accounts for less than -0.5%.
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FIGURE 1: PERCENTAGE DISBURSEMENT OF GEF FUNDS (US$) BY OUTCOME BY HALF-YEAR AGAINST
BUDGET AS PER PROJECT DOCUMENT
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SOURCE: PMO/UNDP from Atlas.

FIGURE 2: CUMULATIVE PERCENTAGE DISBURSEMENT OF GEF FUNDS (US$) BY OUTCOME BY HALF-YEAR
AGAINST BUDGET AS PER PROJECT DOCUMENT
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26.  One of the big problems the Project has had to face in its external operating environment has
been a significantly weakening exchange rate between the US Dollar and the Chinese Yuan. At the
signing date of the Project (2" June 2009) the exchange rate was US$ 1 to RMB 6.831, but by the
time of the MTE, this had decreased to US$ 1 to RMB 6.308 — a 6.6% devaluation in the purchasing
power of the dollar or the equivalent to a shortfall of US$ 863,425 on the total value of the revised
Project budget of US$ 13,082,200 (PIR 2010). While this could be expected to have major
repercussions for the Project, in fact the political buy-in to the project of the XMG is such that it has
indicated that it will make up this shortfall itself in order to bring the Project to a successful
conclusion.

27.  There is one other minor issue. The co-financing of the Project includes a US$ 500,000 in-kind
contribution from the Henan Jinghua Biological Engineering Limited Company. This money is to be
used to build a tree seedling and flower nursery to promote the conservation of rare plants where
techniques can be developed by the company’s technicians to cultivate them commercially, and local
farmers will be employed to grow them providing increased incomes locally while removing the
pressure from wild stocks. The idea is elegant and simple, but it turns out that none of the money will
be directly under the control of the Project, and more importantly that this initiative would still have
been developed irrespective of the presence of the Project. Therefore, technically, this contribution
cannot be considered to be co-financing — at best it is parallel financing and should be considered as
such for accounting and reporting purposes.

Cost effectiveness

28.  This has been difficult to ascertain but the general impression is one of low cost-effectiveness —
it is extraordinarily hard to see why the apparent small amount of progress that has been achieved has
cost US$ 7.8 million. There is absolutely no implication here of malpractice; the monies are all fully
accounted for and have been approved by UNDP. The independent auditors found nothing amiss. But
the MTET is seriously concerned at the low levels of achievement on the ground compared to the
extremely high levels of expenditure made. Two recent Projects evaluated by the Lead Evaluator with
much lower budgets than seen here showed significantly greater levels of intervention in a) a legal
context and on the ground — Community-based Conservation of Biological Diversity in the Mountain
Landscapes of Mongolia’s Altai Sayan Eco-region now complete having spent US$ 4.5 million — and
b) in a biodiversity planning context — Strengthening Sustainability of the National Protected Area
System by Focusing on Strictly Protected Areas in Uzbekistan (mid-term was November 2010) having
spent just US$ 1.175 million. There is nothing immediately obvious to the MTET as to where
ineffective expenditure is going. Suspects include the large number of technical experts employed by
the Project on a time-basis rather than a results-basis; the large number of large- and small-scale
workshops and meetings that the Project appears to specialise in that seem just to produce paper'’; and
high levels of over-manning if the MTE mission is to act as a guide where, for example, large numbers
of people accompanied the evaluators for most of the time without serving any apparent purpose; large
numbers of people were called to very formal meetings which provided no benefit to the evaluation
(and which were stopped by the MTET after the first two); and people waiting around for interviews
throughout the day, even when those interviews were fixed for another day. As an important part of
the radical re-structuring of the Project recommended later in this report (see paragraph 62 et seq.), the
MTET recommends that the UNDP-CO and the XMG analyse the money already spent to learn
lessons on how to make significant improvements to the Project’s cost-effectiveness and apply these to
re-budgeting the re-structured Project.

13 UNDP-GEF RTA comment: These are some of the typical issues that need to be avoided. We must from now on ensure
that all technical inputs are clearly result-based. Meetings should be held at government meeting rooms, etc. not to incur
unnecessary costs, and each meeting which the project pays for must have clear objectives that relate directly to project
outputs.
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The MTET recommends that the finances disbursed in the first part of the Project be analysed to
determine ways to make significant improvements to the Project’s cost-effectiveness and apply these
to re-budgeting the re-structured Project.

Responsibility Task Time frame Deliverable
UNDP-CO/ Analyse monies already disbursed to find ways Immediately Lesson learned on increased
XMG of making the Project more financially efficient cost-effectiveness
UNDP-CO/ Apply lessons learned to new budget of re- As appropriate | Cost-effective budget
XMG structured Project

MONITORING AND EVALUATION

29. Project monitoring and evaluation has been evaluated as Marginally Unsatisfactory.
Monitoring and evaluation of Project activities have been undertaken in varying detail at three levels:

i Progress monitoring
ii. Internal activity monitoring
iii.  Impact monitoring

30. Progress monitoring has been adequate and has been made through three quarterly reports and
an Annual Project Report (APR) covering the calendar year (Jan-Dec) to the UNDP-CO. The annual
work plans have been developed by a very lengthy, but only semi-participatory, process beginning in
September each year when the NPM, Biodiversity Expert, and Information Officer discuss Project
progress and produce the first draft of the plan according to a template supplied by the UNDP-CO.
This draft is submitted to the Project’s Vice-Directors and to the Local PMOs for comments which are
included in the second version as appropriate. This draft is sent to the NPD for approval for onward
transmission to the UNDP-CO for its comments, and these are then incorporated into a final version
for onward transmission and approval by the Vice-Directors, NPD, and PLG, and then submitted for
endorsement by the joint PSC/Tri-partite Review, and subsequently sent to the UNDP-CO for formal
approval. The Vice-Director (Management) has also been in communication with the UNDP-CO
regarding progress, the work plan, and its implementation, on a regular basis, said to be 2-3 times per
week by e-mail or verbal means. The PMO has also ensured that the UNDP-CO received quarterly
progress reports providing updates on the status of planned activities, the status of the overall project
schedule, the products completed, and an outline of the activities planned for the following quarter.
These report formats contained qualitative estimates of technical progress and quantitative estimates of
financial disbursements. The UNDP-CO generated its own monthly financial reports from Atlas from
data provided by the PMO. These expenditure records, together with Atlas disbursement records of
direct payments, served as a basis for expenditure monitoring. No budget revisions have yet been
required. The UNDP-CO has also required delivery projections along with work plans and
procurement tables (derived from the annual work plans) that are updated quarterly by the PMO, and
these have served as an additional monitoring tool, especially for quantitative estimates of the project
progress.

31. From the quarterly reports, the UNDP-CO has prepared Quarterly Operational Reports (150-
word fixed-format) which have been forwarded to UNDP/GEF Regional Coordination Unit in
Bangkok, and in turn submitted to UNDP HQ and to GEF. The major findings and observations of all
these reports have been given in an annual report covering the period July to June, the Project
Implementation Report (PIR), which is also submitted by the PMO to the UNDP-CO, UNDP Regional
Coordination Unit, and UNDP HQ for review and official comments, followed by final submission to
GEF. All key reports were presented to PSC members ahead of their annual meetings, but the MTET
was unable to assess whether these reports were circulated to County governments.

32.  The PMO and the UNDP-CO have maintained a largely adequate working relationship, with the
UNDP Programme Manager calling project staff members whenever necessary to discuss
implementation issues and problems. Somewhat worryingly, the MTET was informed that the
Information Officer was responsible for liaison with the UNDP-CO, and that as a result, the Project
Manager had reported only once spoken with the new UNDP-CO Programme Manager. The UNDP-
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CO has also monitored the Project through field visits by the Environment Team Leader and/or the
Biodiversity Programme Manager'*. The Project risk assessment does not appear to have been
undertaken properly until the present Programme Manager took over, with no risks logged' prior to 1%
June 2011 when eight are logged — three of them deemed critical, all relating to various aspects of the
problem of having an NGO in control of the Project. As indicated in paragraph 20, these were
removed by having the XMG exert stronger leadership. One other minor risk has been logged in
November 2011 suggesting that the process is now being used effectively, even if the NPM displayed
no understanding or awareness of such a process, and no risks have ever been identified by the PMO
in their quarterly reports. The Project has been the subject of an annual audit undertaken by a national
government agency — the National Auditing Centre attached to the State Auditing Administration.
Such auditors were present during this Mid-term Evaluation. No significant issues have ever been
raised.

33. Internal activity monitoring appears to have been barely adequate and has been undertaken
largely by just the NPM — Local PMOs effectively do whatever they are told to do, when they are told
to do it. The Project Document has been used as the over-arching framework guiding the development
of each annual work plan where the terms for each activity and its milestones have been closely
defined. The annual work plan is revised quarterly according to feedback on progress from staff. The
Information Officer usually produces monthly work plans and at times even weekly ones for the PMO.
No regular work coordination meetings appear to be held within the PMO on any regular basis and,
unlike observations made on a recent project in Mongolia, project staff exhibit little capability for
independent planning and organisation of their own work or that of technical consultants. This may be
a cultural phenomenon, but this Project is run in a top down manner with strict adherence to the work
plans and an almost slavish devotion to the Project Document which leaves little if any room for
creativity or for adaptations to differing local needs and conditions. For example, a number of
interviewees were asked about the Municipal Biodiversity Conservation Strategy and Action Plan, and
while some indicated that they had heard of it, no-one paid any attention to it because it was not
mentioned in the Project Document. The Project appears to lack an identity or a cohesiveness that
would be expected, largely it seems as a result of poor communications. Coordination between the
main PMO and the Local PMOs is not particularly close, although there is at least one annual meeting
of all project staff in Xinyang along with representatives of the pilot villages, and the PMO makes
periodic visits to the counties (at least twice a year). However, some of the Local PMO staff
interviewed complained that not enough advice or resources were provided to them, while one
indicated that he thought that “the PMO knows what is going on, but that the purpose is not
communicated to them [the Local PMOs]”; another that the “PMO should inform [the County] what
the aim of the AWP is and how to evaluate activities when they have been completed”; and a third that
“the Municipal PMO should give systematic and specific guidance, for example we get given a
training workshop but no follow-up instructions. What should we do next? We want systematic
advice but not to follow blindly”. A total of 18 external consultants have been employed by the
Project, 14 nationally-based and four internationally, on a mixture of long- and short-term based
contracts. Unfortunately, those on long-term contracts are paid periodically, usually monthly,
irrespective of the work done or the results produced, and most of these contracts have been placed for
the duration of the Project, even though the actual period to be worked may vary within this elapsed-
time. Those on short-term contracts are tied to results-based contracts with payments dependent upon
satisfactory deliverables or milestones.

34. Impact monitoring by the Project is effectively absent outside of the immediate requirements of
the indicators in the logframe. A great deal of awareness-raising activities have been undertaken, but
nor formal monitoring of the effect of individual workshops, village meetings, or methods has been
undertaken to determine the effectiveness of these activities, e.g. no before-and-after questionnaires
have been carried out. There is no Monitoring and Evaluation Plan, and no indication that one has
been considered. Issues concerned with monitoring biodiversity as required under the Project’s
outputs, are discussed in paragraph 45 et seq..

142010: January, April, December. 2011: no details.
15 PMO comment: In the Inception Report there was a risk analysis.
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PROJECT RESULTS

IMMEDIATE OBJECTIVE INDICATORS

35. Development objectives are those to which the project will contribute towards but which are not
expected to be achievable within the lifetime of the project. In this case, the objective indicators
selected appear to have been tailored well to the Project and, since the targets appear to be well within
what the Project is trying to achieve in its lifetime or shortly thereafter, should be considered as
Immediate Objectives. While objective indicators are notoriously difficult to assess at the mid-term,
in this case this evaluation has been compounded by the inability of the PMO to either differentiate, or
at least report the difference, between its own achievements and those of other Projects (the ECBP) or
the baseline. The reason for this remains obscure; on the one hand genuine capacity problems may
have resulted in confusion about what can and cannot be included, while on the other hand, given the
lack of evidence for any significant achievements by the Project on the ground, the figures reported
may be a deliberate attempt to mislead (see paragraphs 73 and 86). Whatever the cause, the situation
at the mid-term is that not one of the three Immediate Objectives has been achieved, and much more
importantly, only one of them appears as if it has a chance of being achieved by the end of the Project
under the current management (see also Annex IV).

o CBPF Result 21: Land use planning and management systems contribute effectively to
conserving biodiversity.

o The proportion of the delivery of the forest and mining sectors directly attributable to
Project interventions has not been calculated and, despite repeated requests, was
unavailable to the MTE. Most of the claimed increase in forest cover (93,700 ha) and
restored mining land (770 ha) against targets of 15,000 ha and 1,000-1,500 ha
respectively appears to be the result of baseline activities since there is no evidence of
direct intervention on the ground in these sectors by this Project'®.

o Of the claimed increase in the wetland area of 2,500 ha, only 500ha can actually be
counted as restored reclaimed wetland since the other 2,000 ha was existing wetland
which was given a formal designation of the Gushi Huaihe River Nature Reserve'”.

o The target of enhancing connectivity amongst 22 existing and four planned protected
areas has stalled because the Project has given insufficient emphasis to the spatial aspects
of land-use planning'®.

. CPBF Result 13: An incentive framework for the natural resource based business sector to
conserve or sustainably use biodiversity is established.

o Although the MTET was informed that incentives are well advanced at the Municipal
level for the flower and medicinal herb industries, no evidence to support this was
presented. Interviews indicated that no other incentives were under development.

° CPBF Result 14: Biodiversity conservation and poverty alleviation in China are mutually
supportive.
o Guidelines have been produced and biodiversity considerations mainstreamed into

planning documents relating to poverty alleviation activities, but these are very general in
nature and have not yet had time to translate into results on the ground'’.

16 PMO comment: See Annex IX.
7 PMO comment: See Annex IX.
'8 PMO comment: See Annex IX.
1 PMO comment: See Annex IX.
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SUMMARY EVALUATION

36.  Overall, the Project Conservation and Sustainable Use of Biodiversity in the Headwaters of the
Huaihe River Basin is expected to achieve some of its major global environmental objectives but with
major shortcomings, and hence the MTE evaluates it as Marginally Unsatisfactory. The Project
exhibits a worrying lack of progress at a point almost two-thirds of the way through its lifespan.
Significant advances have been made with regard to mainstreaming biodiversity into the overarching
policy framework of the Municipality, facilitated by strong political support which is one of the most
commendable features of the Project. However, this major achievement represents only one stage of
the mainstreaming process, and the lower level documents such as the regulations, operational
guidelines, technical manuals, standards and enforcement strategies, zoning plans, incentive
programmes and monitoring systems, show little if any progress and where they do, quality is very
low. On the ground, progress is conspicuous by its absence, e.g. there are no demonstration activities,
and no technical training was evident. There is also a lack of understanding of the importance of the
two-way communication of lessons learned. Confusion is also evident between the idea of public
awareness-raising (an activity introduced into the logframe in the Inception Report) and that of the
communication of lessons learned to benefit the wider IEFA/KEFZ process. While unforeseen faults
in the Project’s design (initial use of an NGO to implement the Project with little ability to influence
government processes, low capacity of stakeholders, and over ambition) are partly the cause, the main
problem is the low capacity of staff within the PMO with insufficient technical understanding, an
ineffectual strategic grasp of the Project, and inadequate project management skills. There is a
technical vacuum at the heart of the Project which manifests itself through there being no clear
understanding of what the Project is trying to achieve or the steps needed to achieve it. As a result,
there is no clear technical strategy in place or technical leadership displayed. The PMO displays an
alarming air of complacency and self-congratulation on achievements that are very limited, and this
pervades downwards so that most people interviewed indicated that they believed progress was
satisfactory. An overly large team of experts has been employed, perhaps in an attempt to fill the
technical vacuum, but without strong leadership and clear guidance they have been able to achieve
little besides a series of uncoordinated meetings and reports with no clear evidence that these have
been followed up with some form of implementation on the ground. Much of the work that has been
achieved is of such low quality that its usefulness is highly questionable, e.g. the biodiversity overlays
and initial designs of the biodiversity monitoring system. The Project displays a worrying inability to
differentiate between its own achievements on the ground and those of other projects or of baseline
activities and this has led to inaccurate reporting. While the XMG made significant efforts in mid-
2011 to try and improve the Project by enhancing its leadership through bringing the PMO inside of
the Municipality’s EPB and appointing a new NPD and Vice-Director (Management), it remains
hamstrung by the lack of relevant technical skills.

37. Key Project achievements are far too few for this stage of the Project, but include:

. mainstreaming the concept of biodiversity into the overarching policy framework of the
Xinyang Municipality through its inclusion in the Outline of Xinyang Municipality on the 12th
Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social Development;

. incorporation of biodiversity and ecological function conservation into the [/2th Five-Year
(2011-2015) Plan of Xinyang Municipality on Rural Poverty Alleviation and Development;

. formulation of the Overall Plan of Jiangwan Village — A Typical Design of the 12th Five-Year
Plan on Whole Village Advancement by Poverty Alleviation Office of the State Council,

U development of the Guidelines of Xinyang Municipality on Poverty Alleviation and
Development Lending;

. baseline surveys of the ecological impacts arising from various sectors or sub-sectors including
the supply of flowers; medicinal herbs; mining; forestry; agricultural non-point-source
pollution; and tourism;

. reports of the impacts of policies and regulations in the agriculture, forestry, mining and tourism
sectors on ecological function and biodiversity;
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37.

38.

a report “Survey Plan of Impact of Poverty Alleviation and Development on Ecosystem Function
and Biodiversity”; and

increased awareness amongst the municipal and county policy makers and practitioners, and the
public about the critical nature of the HHRB as an IEFA/KEFZ and area with rich biodiversity.

The main problem areas identified by the MTET are that:
the PMO demonstrates minimal understanding of the technical requirements of the Project and
as a result has not yet embarked upon key aspects of mainstreaming;

very little progress has been made on the lower level documents necessary for converting the
policy framework into progress on the ground, e.g. regulations, operational guidelines, technical
manuals, standards and enforcement strategies, zoning plans, incentive programmes and
monitoring systems;

the generation and dissemination of lessons learned, vital to the Project’s success, have not yet
started and have been confused with an irrelevant public awareness campaign;

most of the achievements quoted above are of low quality;
there is no evidence of demonstration activities or of technical training on the ground;

there is no apparent strategy for taking forward the outputs of numerous big meetings into an
integrated end product; and

a very large amount of money has been spent with very little to show for it.

A summary evaluation by Project Output is given in Table 5 and a more detailed summary of

the level of achievements made against the indicators of success contained in the logframe is given in
Annex IV. Results are discussed below by Project Outcome and key sectoral or cross-cutting issues
are then discussed in the ensuing section.

TABLE 5: EVALUATION OF THE END OF PROJECT SITUATION AS PER THE REVISED LOGFRAME

Evaluation*
HS | S MS| MU| U | HU

Component

Outcome 1  Biodiversity and ecological function conservation mainstreamed

into HHRB planning and monitoring

Output 1.1  Institutional arrangements and capacities for mainstreaming the

conservation of biodiversity and ecosystem functions into local
governance

Output 1.2 Biodiversity-friendly land use planning mechanisms (Municipal .

and County levels) and associated plans

Output 1.3 Revised standards and monitoring system for biodiversity and .

other ecological functions

Outcome 2 Biodiversity and ecological function conservation mainstreamed

into key productive sectors

Output 2.1  Enhanced knowledge, understanding and quantification of the

impacts of key HHRB productive sectors on biodiversity and
ecological functions

Output 2.2 Sectoral policies, laws, regulations, incentives, enforcement

methods and standards are assessed and IEFA-specific
alternatives are developed

Output 2.3  Increased awareness and capacities among public and private

sector stakeholders to respond to revised regulations and
incentives
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Evaluation*

C t
omponen as s

Outcome 3 Biodiversity and ecosystem function considerations are regularly
mainstreamed into poverty alleviation strategies and programmes

Output 3.1 A strategy to capture potential synergies between poverty
alleviation lending, ecosystem function conservation and
biodiversity conservation

Output 3.2 Poverty alleviation lending and associated technical support
programmes that directly encourage biodiversity and ecosystem
function conserving production

Outcome 4 Lessons learned at HHRB inform and strengthen ongoing efforts
to manage IEFAs throughout China

Output4.1  National and local-level learning networks gather and / or
generate lessons learned

Output4.2  Communication, dissemination and exchange of lessons learned
among HHRB project stakeholders, IEFA managers and, through
CBPF network, relevant sectoral agencies (mining, forestry, land
use management)

Output 4.3 Revision of Guidelines for IEFA Planning and adoption of IEFA
policy measures, biodiversity indicators and targets with water
retention and biodiversity values

* Note: HS = Highly satisfactory; S = Satisfactory; MS = Marginally satisfactory; MU= Marginally unsatisfactory; U =
Unsatisfactory; HU = Highly unsatisfactory.

PROJECT OUTPUTS

39. This section attempts to provide an overview of the main achievements of the Project.
Although it is not intended to be a comprehensive account, it is unfortunately less complete than
normal because one of the biggest difficulties that the evaluation team has faced with this Project has
been that of determining exactly what activities the Project has undertaken, and precisely what results
have been achieved. There has been a great deal of confusion in reporting the Project results, with
most figures claimed turning out to have included baseline actions and the results of other projects,
most notably the European Union-China Biodiversity Programme that operated in this same area
earlier (see paragraph 86 and Annex IV). The material has drawn heavily on Mid-term Project
Progress Report produced by the PMO for the evaluation although liberally edited and interpreted by
the evidence seen by the evaluators. The MTET acknowledges the work of the PMO and thanks them
for allowing their efforts.

Outcome 1: Biodiversity and ecological function conservation mainstreamed into HHRB
planning and monitoring

Output 1.1: Institutional arrangements and capacities for mainstreaming the conservation of
biodiversity and ecosystem functions into local governance

40. The Project Leading Group comprising 11 bodies was established immediately after the Project
Document was signed and has been meeting regularly since (see paragraph 17). In addition, Local
Project Leading Groups have been established for each of the five Counties involved in the Project.
All of these bodies have been important for coordinating the involvement of various government
agencies within the Project’s activities. A Technical Advisory Group has also been formed to provide
relevant expertise to the Project from within and without government. It appears that this group has
met on an ad hoc basis, but the results of its involvement appear to be limited (see paragraph 80 et
seq.??7). A number of training workshops and awareness-raising events were held for the members of
the PLGs and the TAG in relation to environmental economic values and the complementarities
between ecosystem functions and biodiversity, including national study tours to the Origin of Three
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Rivers Key Ecological Function Zone® in Qinghai and Sichuan Provinces, and Tibet. A baseline
survey of conservation capacity was completed under the ECBP.

Output 1.2: Biodiversity-friendly land use planning mechanisms (Municipal and County levels)
and associated plans

41. A great deal of work has been undertaken on carrying out baseline surveys of the ecological
impacts arising from various sectors or sub-sectors. These include the supply of flowers; medicinal
herbs; mining; forestry; agricultural non-point-source pollution; and tourism. These appear to identify
current problems fairly precisely, yet the recommendations contained in the reports aimed at rectifying
them are very general with little direct guidance as to how they should be implemented, e.g. the
translation of those taken from the agricultural sector report include: “Making an overall plan with
intensified management” and “Taking focused measures to enhance biodiversity conservation: 1)
establishment of primary habitat conservation sites for wild plants; and 2) building artificial wetlands,
ecological parks, nature reserves, etc.”*!. The report on tourism makes no mention of biodiversity, so
it may be pertinent to ask what its point was.

42. The Project rescheduled work on land planning to its inception phase in order to take advantage
of the revisions being made to the Overall Plan of the Xinyang Municipal Land Use (2006-2020). As
a result, five workshops were held between 9" June and 9" November 2009 to incorporate ecological
function and biodiversity conservation into the plan; baseline surveys were conducted between 22™
June and 20™ July 2009, and biodiversity overlays were produced along with preparatory work for the
issue of the new plan between October 2009 and December 2010. These biodiversity overlays were
evaluated by the MTET. Unfortunately, they contain no information whatsoever on biodiversity. Six
overlays have been produced, thus:

1)  Distribution of ecological conditions of land-use;

2)  Land development and consolidation planning map (which identifies all land as for
development, for reclamation, or for consolidation);

3)  Base soil type map;
4)  Remote sensing image (with no key);

5)  Ecological service function (with qualitative terms such as “medium importance 1; medium
importance 2, relative importance 1, relative importance 2, etc. which are said to be defined
somewhere but not in the plan itself); and

6) Status of land-use in 2005.

There are almost no spatial plans included in the document (plans as in intentions for the future); no
zoning; no priorities for land involving biodiversity; no ideas such as ecological corridors to link
nature reserves or priorities for organic farming areas (or ecologically-friendly forestry or similar) to
reduce impacts between nature reserves>>. Indeed, on the contrary, one of the few “in the future” maps
is the Map of Town Spatial Development Strategy Planning Map 2006-2020. This outlines the
primary (Xinyang) and secondary (Guangshan and Huangchuan) foci for development and their
associated development axes. The secondary development axis running south from the secondary
development centre passes directly through the highest rated ecolo