Varuzhan Hoktanyan

Vice-Chair, Center for Regional Development/

Transparency International Armenia

Role and Place of the Government in the Application of Social Accountability Tools in Armenia

Draft for Discussion

1. Introduction

In the recent years, especially starting from 2003-04 a number of Armenian non-governmental organizations (NGOs) implemented several projects, where they applied social accountability (SA) tools. The major incentive in generating such initiatives was the fact that Armenian Poverty Reduction Strategy Program (PRSP), which was approved by the August 8, 2003 Decision N994-N of the Armenian Government, acknowledges and explicitly calls for active civil society participation at all stages of PRSP implementation. In particular, it says: “Active participation of civil society in PRSP implementation is one of the prerequisites for successful implementation of the program. During the PRSP implementation measures for wider civil society participation will be undertaken at local and national government level.”
 This declared goal inspired some NGOs to undertake participatory monitoring projects in different areas, where there was foreseen implementation of PRSP measures.

The implemented projects applied different SA tools such as budget expenditure tracking, participatory budgeting, community scorecards and participatory monitoring. They enabled introducing of the culture of civic participation in the communities, which served as project sites. Through such participation active ordinary citizens, their initiative groups and local NGOs became directly or indirectly involved in making accountable state and local self-administration institutions operating in their communities. 

The projects made possible to test SA tools in different regions of Armenia. They facilitated in building such capacities among the citizens and their organizations, and in some cases also public officials that will contribute to the establishment of more transparent and accountable governance system in Armenia. 

The implemented projects targeted all stages of governance process, such as formulation of the policy, analysis of the proposed policy, its implementation, and evaluation of its outcomes. In the framework of all these projects the implementing organizations provided training of the representatives of beneficiary groups (citizens’ initiative groups, local NGOs, employees of the service provider institutions, like schools, clinics or offices of community mayors), disseminated printed materials among them, as well as relevant public officials. Through these projects the participatory approaches were tested in several areas, primarily education, public health, local self-administration and agriculture. They contributed to the increase of the level of transparency and accountability in the general secondary education sector in Shirak and Syunik Marzes (provinces) of Armenia, satisfaction of the patients of public health facilities in Syunik Marz, increase of awareness about community budgets and budgetary processes in a number of towns of Armenia and assessment of physical and financial accessibility of irrigation and health services in rural communities of Shirak, Tavush, Syunik and Vayots Dzor Marzes.

The next section briefly describes some successful examples of application of SA tools in Armenia. The presented projects are diverse both in the aspect of applied tools and areas of application. This diversity is conditioned primarily by specifics of the areas and expertise of implementing organizations. It is also an indication of necessity of applying the whole range of the mentioned tools, in order to address diverse issues related to the civic participation in governance processes.

The last section is devoted to the analysis of the results of application of SA tools with particular emphasis of the role of the governmental institutions and governance system in Armenia in the institutionalization and scaling up of these tools.
2. Brief Description of the Projects 

Because the approaches of social accountability and participatory monitoring (PM) were almost unknown to Armenian civil society organizations and public, in general, the support of international organizations played a crucial role in the introduction, development and spread of these approaches in the country. Among major donors of the projects, which applied the SA and PM tools were The World Bank, Oxfam Great Britain, later UNDP. In 2003-05 The World Bank with the support of Norwegian and Finnish Trust funds implemented “Testing and Capacity Building of Social Accountability and Participatory Monitoring Approaches in Armenia” project. The project was aimed at promoting the application of SA and PM tools in the community development programs and activities of local self-administration institutions, as well as capacity building of beneficiary groups. In the framework of this project two case studies were carried out. The first case study was testing community score cards methodology in the public secondary education and public health facilities of Syunik Marz, and the second – application of participatory monitoring methods in the public education sector of Shirak Marz. 

Another significant donor was Oxfam Great Britain. It supported an exercise on participatory budget expenditure and performance monitoring in the selected schools of Shirak Marz, participatory monitoring of the measures envisaged by Armenian PRSP for the public secondary education sector (this project also was implemented in Shirak Marz) and participatory monitoring and assessment of the situation in the irrigation and public health sectors in rural areas of Shirak, Syunik, Tavush and Vayots Dzor Marzes. Finally, one Armenian NGO (see below) is implementing an ongoing participatory budgeting exercise since 2001 (the earliest such project). Initially the project received support from Eurasia Foundation, later from USAID, and, currently, after its scaling up and introduction of performance budgeting – by UNDP. 

a) Budget Expenditure and Performance Monitoring in the Schools of Shirak Marz

The project was implemented by Transparency International Armenia from June 2003 to June 2004. The budget expenditure monitoring exercise consisted of three stages. In the first stage the project team made an official request to the Department of Finance, Economy and Social Development of Shirak Marzpetaran (Office of the Governor) for obtaining actual budgets for the first half of 2003 and estimated budgets for the whole fiscal year 2003 of the schools involved in the project. Eight schools (one from each of the three towns of the Marz and five rural schools from different regions of the Marz) have been selected at the preparatory stage of the project implementation. The Department submitted the requested information in a timely manner and appropriate format.

At the next stage, after receiving the needed information, the project team then verified it from the relevant sources. These sources were the teachers, parents, pupils (mostly of upper grades) and principals of the selected schools. In addition, prior to visits to project sites, the project team interviewed representatives from the same categories from other schools, as well as several public officials from the above mentioned Department, Department of Education, Culture and Sports of the same Marzpetaran and Armenian Ministry of Education and Science. These additional interviews were needed to understand better the flow of public funds from state budget to schools, and, thus, “offset” the effects of possible biased information received in the project sites. At the project sites the collected information referred mainly to the quality and quantity of the purchased goods and services, including the quality of education the children received in schools. 

Performance monitoring, assessed the performance of the relevant state institutions (Ministry of Education and Science and Shirak Marzpetaran) to find out how efficient were used the funds allocated from the state budget. The citizen report card method in the form of survey was carried out on March-April 2004. The goal of the survey was to reveal the opinion of Shirak population on the performance of Shirak Marz education system. The questionnaire developed for this purpose was aimed to find out, in particular, the problems existing in the schools, the impact of ongoing reforms in that sphere and the awareness of the respondents on these reforms, and the involvement of the parents in the activities of their children’s school. The sample size was 1000 households and the respondents were parents of schoolchildren. The survey was carried out in all three towns and 17 villages of Shirak Marz.

The survey was supplemented by two expert focus group discussions on school public secondary education system performance held with public officials. The second discussion was held in Gyumri, administrative center of Shirak Marz, and the participants were the officials (4 persons) working in the above mentioned two departments of Shirak Marzpetaran. The first focus group discussion was held in Yerevan with the participation of the officials from the Armenian Ministry of Education and Science (10 persons).

In the final stage the results of the monitoring were disseminated among the beneficiaries and general public. First, they were disseminated among the teachers and parents of the selected schools during the public hearings on their schools’ budgets. Then, a final presentation of implementation of the project, obtained results and their analysis was made in Gyumri. The representatives of the selected schools, other schools, officials from the Ministry of Education and Science and Shirak Marzpetaran, as well as local media outlets, who covered the event on TV and newspapers, attended the event. Also a publication was prepared, which is also available at TI Armenia’s web-site.  

b) Participatory Monitoring in the Secondary Education Sector of Shirak Marz

The project was implemented by Transparency International Armenia was implemented from October 2004 to April 2005. Here the budget expenditure tracking, already applied by TI Armenia in the previous project was combined with community scorecard tool.

The project implementation started with training of pre-selected local NGOs, who were introduced to PM and SA tools. The last day of the training session was devoted to the practical exercise conducted in the school of the nearby (to the training center) village. The aim of that exercise was to see how well the participants of the training learned the material taught at the training, as well as select the NGOs with whom TI Armenia would continue its cooperation. On the next stage under the guidance of TI Armenia the selected 13 local NGOs carried out field exercises on the application of the mentioned SA tools in the 12 pre-selected schools of Shirak Marz.

In the community score card exercise the representatives of local NGOs carried out separate focus group discussions with the initially formed two groups of service (education) providers (teachers, school management) and two groups of service recipients (parents, pupils of upper grades). At these discussions each group developed its own criteria for the assessment of service provision and assessed the actual situation by grading the developed criteria at the scale from 1 to 5. Three days after the focus group discussions an interface meeting was held in the school and all four groups came together to present the their criteria and grades. Then the groups discussed together the all criteria and their grades and, after coming to some consensus over them, developed a joint action plan for changes to be made in the school.  The interface meetings were also used to present the results of budget expenditure tracking. These results were presented before the start of the interface meeting. Such combination of two SA tools enabled the focus groups to have better understanding on the financial capacities of their schools before developing their action plans for reforms.

The project was concluded by a seminar in Gyumri held on February 2005, where the representatives participated in the exercises (both from implementing local NGOs and selected schools) shared their experience and discussed the perspectives of application of SA and PM methods in Shirak Marz. The event was covered by local mass media. 

c) Testing of Community Score Card Methodology in the Syunik Marz Public Education and Public Health Care Facilities

This project was implemented in 2003-05 and was aimed at the introduction and promotion of SA and PM mechanisms in the community development projects and local self-administration institutions, as well as capacity building of the beneficiary groups. 

At the preparatory stage of the project implementation a number of community-based task groups, which consisted of 4-5 main members and several volunteers. Through the seminars conducted during the project implementation the task groups received necessary knowledge and skills on the score card methodology, as well as other SA and PM methodologies, such as budget expenditure tracking, self-assessment and citizen report cards.

Monitoring in education area was conducted in 3 urban and 4 rural schools of Syunik Marz. Monitoring in public health area was conducted in 2 town hospitals (Sisian and Agarak), 1 town clinic (Kapan) and 1 village out-patient clinic (village of Verishen).

The monitoring was conducted in two stages, with 7-8 months interval between the stages. This interval allowed to see how the action plans, developed at the interface meetings, were implemented. Before starting the monitoring the task groups conducted certain preparatory works. They carried out desk research on the legal regulation of the areas under consideration (education and health), preliminary study of the selected institutions and individual meetings in the communities, institutions and with representatives of beneficiary groups. They also facilitated to the formation of service recipient and service provider focus groups. In the education area four focus groups were formed – school board and management, teachers, parents and pupils of upper grades. The four focus groups in public health monitoring exercise were patients, nurses, doctors and management of public health facilities.

With the support from task groups the focus groups discussed and proposed their own criteria for evaluating the service delivery process. Then they graded each criterion, presented the grounds for their evaluation and suggested possible solutions of the problems revealed as a result of these discussions. Two-three days after focus group discussions interface meetings were held where the participants, who were the members of the focus groups discussed score cards of each group, and then jointly developed plans of the reforms of service delivery. Part of the proposed solutions could be implemented on the institution level, and the other part – only on a macro level.

d) Participatory Monitoring and Evaluation of the Situation with Irrigation and Public Health in Rural Areas of Some Regions of Armenia

This project was implemented by the “Civil Society Partnership Network” (CSPN) coalition of NGOs from August 2003 to August 2004 in the rural areas of Shirak, Tavush, Vayots Dzor and Syunik Marzes. It was a monitoring and evaluation project.

Besides the core members of CSPN, other individuals and groups also were involved in the implementation of this project, which makes this monitoring effort a true participatory effort. Among them are the members and volunteers of Marz branches of CSPN NGOs, community population and invited experts (economists, legal experts, sociologists and psychologists).  

The monitoring and evaluation included three components: structural, legal and economic assessment and monitoring of the governance system of selected areas; qualitative assessment and monitoring (through focus group discussions) of the selected areas in 12 villages of Shirak, Vayots Dzor and Syunik Marzes (4 villages from each Marz); and, quantitative evaluation (survey) of the selected areas in 21 rural communities of Shirak, Tavush, Vayots Dzor and Syunik Marzes. 

e) Participatory Budgeting and Public Hearings of Community Budgets in Some Town Communities of Armenia

Since 2001 the “Community Finance Officers of Armenia” (CFOA) NGO regularly organizes public hearings and discussions on community budgets. By the end of 2005 such hearings were organized in 10 urban communities, and the list of communities is expanding from year to year. In some communities these hearings became tradition and are held on regular basis without external intervention. 

The process of community budget hearings is comprised of four major stages. At the first stage seminars and training are organized with the representatives of civil society. These events are aimed to familiarize through simple and understandable terms the rights and duties of civil society members in the areas of finance and budget and delivery of community services.

At the second stage the heads of communities and the staff of the offices of community mayors receive training on skills in organizing public hearings and are acquainted with the already existing domestic and international experience. The emphasis here is on developing such skills among local officials, which will enable them to organize hearings without external (mainly donor) assistance, using the means available within the community.

In the next stage the materials on budget draft and budget reports are developed and disseminated among the representatives of civil society. Finally, the last stage is the public hearing itself. In many cases, these hearings were covered by local media.

The description of three last projects and their results are available in the “Approaches of Social Accountability and Participatory Monitoring in Armenia: Experience and Perspectives” brochure published by The World Bank Armenia Office in 2006.

f) Participatory Monitoring of the PRSP Measures in Education Area in the Secondary Public Education Sector of Shirak Marz in 2004-07

This project of Transparency International Armenia with the support initially by only Oxfam Great Britain and then also Novib Netherlands was implemented as two sub-projects. The first one that covered PRSP implementation in year 2004 was implemented from December 2004 to July 2005. The second sub-project, which covered the period from of PRSP implementation in 2005-06, was conducted from September 2005 to September 2007. It applied PM methods in the form of focus group discussions and in-depth expert interviews. The project consisted of preparatory, major (monitoring) and final (finalization of project results and final presentation) stages. The major stage consisted of 5 periodically repeated during the project implementation monitoring procedures (obtaining verifying and disseminating). 

First the project team obtained from the Ministry of Education and Science and Shirak Marzpetaran information on PRSP measures on public secondary education sector and monitoring indicators defined for the assessment outcomes and outputs of PRSP implementation. 

Then the obtained information was verified through focus group discussions with teachers and parents of the initially selected schools and in-depth interviews with school principals. At the first stage of the project implementation 17 schools from Shirak Marz were selected, and at the second stage this number increased up to 36 schools from the same Marz. 

Meetings at each stage of monitoring were used to disseminate the information obtained and verified during the previous stage among the beneficiaries in the selected schools. The first sub-project is described in a TI Armenia’s publication and posted on the organization’s web-site. The second sub-project and its results were presented on a final presentation organized in Gyumri on September 28, 2007 attended by the representatives of the selected schools, other schools and public officials form the Ministry of Education and Science and Shirak Marzpetaran. The main findings and recommendations will be included in the final report, which is now in the process of preparation.  

3. Gaining Official Support: What Did the Implemented Projects Reveal?

Though the presented above cases differ both in the application of monitoring tools and areas of application, they all served to one purpose, namely, enhancing the transparency, accountability and effectiveness in the governance system of Armenia.

The findings from these projects permit us to come to several conclusions. Here we will focus on one aspect – the attitudes and actions of the officials related to the application of PM and SA tools. At the same time we should bear in mind that other aspects, such as political and social context, citizens’ competence, their activism, level of the mobilization of the society and others strongly correlate with each other, as well with this aspect. The strongest factor correlating with officials’ attitudes and actions is the social and political context.

According to the assessment of a number of foreign and international organizations (and the author of this paper completely shares this conclusion) the governance system in Armenia is becoming more and more authoritarian. For example, according to the Freedom House Nations in Transit ratings, Armenia’s overall Democracy Score in 2007 is 5,21
. It deteriorated compared to 2006 score (5,14) and currently is the worst (in the sense of democratic progress since 1999 when this scoring was initiated). This deterioration resulted from the deterioration of two component ratings
, namely, Independent Media (from 5,50 to 5,75) and National Democratic Governance (from 5,00 to 5,25). Based on its Democracy Score rating values Freedom House categorizes the regimes in the nations in transit into 5 groups: consolidated democratic (1,00 – 2,99); semi-consolidated democratic (3,00 – 3,99), transitional (4,00 – 4,99); semi-consolidated authoritarian (5,00 – 5,99); and consolidated authoritarian (6,00 – 7,00) regimes. As it can be seen from this Armenia currently is in the group of countries with semi-consolidated authoritarian regimes
. 

Another sign of Armenia’s sliding back into authoritarian rule is the deterioration of The World Bank’s Voice and Accountability governance indicator. Since 2002 it monotonously decreased from –0.52 to –0.72 (the worst value ever and the worst among six governance indicators) in 2006. Interestingly, The World Bank detected rather substantial decrease from 2005 to 2006 (from –0.56 to -0.72). In the last year we also witnessed decrease in Rule of Law, another important WB governance indicator, characterizing level of democracy (though the behavior of this indicator is more uneven, compared with the former). The value of this indicator decreased from –0.56 to –0.46. 

This smooth backslide to authoritarianism, combined with weak and disorganized opposition, rather high levels of corruption and scarcity of resources, obviously do not create conducive conditions in Armenia for the successful implementation, institutionalization and scaling up of SA and PM tools. From one hand, the officials do not consider civil society organizations as their counterparts (the culture of social partnership is still in embryonic state). From the other hand, civil society organizations, ordinary citizens do not believe that they can initiate or persuade the authorities to make such changes that will enhance transparency and accountability of the government. The level of mistrust to government is high in the society. Most of the population is apathetic and passive. In the recent years, especially after the crackdown on opposition in 2003-04, another very negative phenomenon could be observed, namely, the emergence of the atmosphere of fear in the society. 

Obviously, such political context creates problems in gaining true support from officials, and the findings of the projects confirm this conclusion. In the mentioned above brochure
 among the most serious obstacles the authors mentioned the indifference of the authorities toward such projects, and, in general, civil society initiatives, apathy of the society, its alienation towards participatory processes, mistrust, and unclear mechanisms of democratic governance of the institutions. 

In general, in none of the projects there were indications that the national, regional or local level government officials explicitly created obstacles or simply did not permit introduction of social accountability mechanisms by project implementing organizations. All projects were implemented with virtually no negative interference from the officials. At the same time, this non-interference can be best explained as a manifestation of indifference. 

An indirect proof of such indifference was the situation with civil society involvement in the PRSP implementation, monitoring and evaluation. Though, as it has been mentioned at the beginning of the paper, PRSP document explicitly stated that this involvement was very important and should be one of its priorities. However, nothing has been done to ensure such participation and, in fact, no viable mechanisms were established for its actualization. One possible explanation that could be offered is that the officials expected that foreign and international donors will render extensive assistance to civil society organizations for PRSP monitoring, which did not happen. Another explanation was that being authoritarian in its nature and corrupt, the government is reluctant to be under civil society scrutiny through monitoring or evaluation. However, because it has to play the “democracy game” (not least because of the pressure from its Western donors), it does not use explicit prohibitive measures. Rather it embarks on indifference and the role of passive observer.

In this aspect, gaining support from officials receives another connotation. It is not simply gaining permission to introduce and apply SA and PM tools, as it is noted in the Concept Note to this Workshop, but rather it is getting the government as a whole, and its officials involved in active dialog with civil society organizations on the findings of the projects, which applied SA and PM tools. And when it is necessary, it should make changes in its policies to address the issues revealed through these findings. In other words, the government as a major actor should take steps to establish and develop the culture of social partnership in Armenia.

Such changes primarily require reversing the trend to authoritarianism discussed above. However, this is pure political issue and is out of scope of civil society organizations’ activities, though on some topics of local significance it is still possible such partnership, if civil society will carry out more professional and extensive advocacy campaigns. The problem also is that civil society organizations think “globally”, and do not pay attention on small issues. They seek global changes, ignoring the necessity of step-by-step small improvements by arguing that if there are no big “systemic” changes, small changes would be even less possible.

� Republic of Armenia: Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper. p. 171 Yerevan 2003


� The Freedom House Democracy Score ratings are based on a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 representing the highest level of democratic progress and 7 the lowest. The 2007 ratings reflect the period January 1 through December 31, 2006.


� The Democracy Score is an average of ratings for Electoral Process; Civil Society; Independent Media; National Democratic Governance; Judicial Framework and Independence; and Corruption.


� Armenia’s Democracy Score is above 5,00 since 2003. Before that starting from 1999 it was between 4,00 and 5,00.


� Approaches of Social Accountability and Participatory Monitoring in Armenia: Experience and Perspectives (in Armenian), p. 50. The World Bank, Yerevan, Armenia, 2006 





