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CONCEPT NOTE 

DFID Southern Africa Learning Partnership 
Inception meeting 13 December 2012 

DFIDSA - Pretoria 
 
Synopsis 
 
This concept paper concerns the possibility of setting up a learning partnership 
among DFID grantees based or represented in Southern Africa. Inspired by the 
Learning Partnership (LP) of PPA grantees, as well as the Governance and 
Transparency Fund (GTF) learning activities, the initiative aims to provide a platform 
for replicating a few of the initiatives that so far have mainly taken place in the UK. 
DFIDSA and GL are organising the inaugural meeting to be held at the High 
Commission in Pretoria on 13 December 2012 from 14.00 to 16.30 SA time. 
The meeting will include a video link to the UK, and other Southern African countries, 
if partners in these countries respond in sufficient numbers.  
 
Objective  
The aim of the inaugural meeting is to: 

 Identify DFID funded partners based or represented in Southern Africa 
interested in replicating learning initiatives in the sub-region.  

 Share information on existing learning activities, including a video link with 
BOND, the PPA LP Steering Committee, and the Inclusion Learning Group.  

 Agree on a few priority areas of collaboration.  
 Agree on a modus operandi.    

 
Background 
 
DFID PPA Learning Partnerships 
DFID has 40 Programme Partnership Arrangements (PPAs) for 2011-14. In addition, 
DFID has strategic funding agreements with BOND, VSO and Comic Relief. A strong 
focus on learning and knowledge management has been introduced to the new 
round of the PPAs in order to maximise the impact of DFID’s partnership with CSOs 
and to strengthen the learning between its partners.  
 
A steering committee (SC) established in June 2011 guides the Learning 
partnerships. This committee identified key learning areas and agreed to establish 
specific learning groups for these areas to be able to take forward the learning 
agenda between agencies. The Inclusion Learning Group was formed as part of this 
process.  
 
The main purpose of the learning partnership is “to engage in shared learning, that 
better demonstrates the results of CSOs’ distinctive contribution to poverty 
reduction.”  
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The SC’s objectives and tasks are:  
 
Broad objectives: 

- Identify learning priorities, and support the subgroups leading them   
- Steer learning processes to ensure that they contribute to the overall Purpose 
- Identify and build on traction within DFID on specific areas of interest for the 

learning partnership  
- Minimise duplication of efforts with other learning initiatives and where 

relevant facilitate learning from other networks.  
 
Tasks: 

- Meet at a minimum once a month (on average) 
- Circulate and consult all SC outputs to the broader partnership  
- Produce a mapping by outcome area and geographical spread of all partners.  
- Agree and organise events that support shared learning (ranging from 

smaller technical meetings with DFID staff to workshops with wider 
audiences… these will reflect the need of the learning priorities) 

- Agree and produce a joint external communication piece highlighting the 
results being achieved by partners.  

- Support / lead learning events.  
- Support the development of work-plans for the subgroups.  

 
All activities and initiatives undertaken by the SC and/or learning groups within the 
learning partnership should seek to contribute to the above purpose. Learning 
groups focussing on specific priorities have individual objectives aiming to contribute 
to the overall purpose. In addition, each group has developed a work plan and 
agreed on a governance mechanism. There are four main thematic sub-groups 
within the DFID Learning partnership. These are: 
 

1. Measuring Results in Empowerment and accountability initiatives 
2. Inclusion 
3. Institutional effectiveness 
4. Resilience 

 
GTF Learning Initiatives 
The GTF has had two learning workshops in Africa – one on communicating change 
in Tanzania, and another on conflict in South Africa (April 2012). In London the GTF 
has had a public meeting series covering topics such as  

 Demand side governance – are we overstating the claims on social 
accountability (ODI) 

 Making women’s voices count – from participation to power (Oxfam) 
 How does ‘value for money’ express itself in citizen voice and accountability 

programmes (Christian Aid) 

 The media: a game changer- Analysing its role in promoting more inclusive 
policy making (BBC Media Action) 

 Ensuring the sustainability of governance programmes and their impact over 
time (Water Aid).  

 What kinds of social accountability models might work best in fragile States 
and why?  
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Rationale for a DFID grantees Southern Africa Learning Group  
The initiatives described have mostly taken place in London, with periodic video and 
phone links to operations outside the UK. Granteees have often expressed the desire 
to broaden the learning to their offices overseas, as well as sub-grantees.  
 
Gender Links (www.genderlinks.org.za) is both a PPA and GTF grantee. GL is the 
only PPA grantee based in the global south, and sat on the PPA LP in 2011/2012, the 
first year of the current round of PPA’s. We learned about the Latin American PPA 
partnership (LAPPA) in the previous round. This sparked the idea of a sub-regional 
network in Southern Africa.  
 
First steps in Southern Africa 

GL co-chairs the Gender Sub-Group of the PPA Inclusion Learning Group with 
Woman Kind. We tested the waters on a Southern African Learning Partnership in 
April 2012 when GTF held a meeting in Johannesburg on the lessons of operating in 
fragile states. GL invited PPA and GTF grantees with representation or partners in 
Southern Africa to an evening seminar entitled Gender Mainstreaming or 
Malestreaming – please see report at http://www.genderlinks.org.za/article/gender-
mainstreaming-seminar-2012-05-27. GL further pursued the idea of a Southern 
Africa Learning Partnership during meetings with the DFID Civil Society team in 
London in October. DFIDSA has offered its full support for the initiative. GL has also 
received the enthusiastic support of organisations such as Christian Aid and Oxfam in 
SA.     

 
Proposed focus areas   
These will be discussed at the inaugural meeting. A few suggestions that will be 
shared include:  

 Institutional effectiveness – Value for Money  
 The BOND initiative to test quality of evidence (see Annex A)  

 
Process 
The inaugural meeting will be held on 13 December from 2 pm to 4.30 SA time at 
the British High Commission 255 Hill Street, Pretoria, with a video link in to the LP 
Steering Committee meeting in London. The meeting will also be addressed by 
BOND and members of the inclusion learning group. Accompanying this invitation is 
a brief questionnaire regarding areas of learning that partners with operations in 
Southern Africa might wish to take up. One idea is testing the BOND quality of 
evidence criteria. Those based in South Africa are invited to join the meeting in 
person. A video link can also be organised to other Southern African countries if 
there is sufficient interest.  
  

http://www.genderlinks.org.za/
http://www.genderlinks.org.za/article/gender-mainstreaming-seminar-2012-05-27
http://www.genderlinks.org.za/article/gender-mainstreaming-seminar-2012-05-27
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ANNEX A: BOND INITIATIVE ON QUALITY OF EVIDENCE  
 
Further to our email exchange just now, I’m writing to ask if you can help us by pilot 
testing The Evidence Principles and checklist.  This wider piloting phase will run from 
now until 31 May 2013.  
 
NGOs strive to base their decisions on evidence of what works.  We want to ensure 
we are investing our resources into interventions that can make the biggest 
difference to the lives of poor and marginalised people.  The challenge is that we do 
not always have a robust enough evidence base for what works and how.  This new 
initiative from Bond is designed to help NGOs make sure they are basing their 
decisions on high quality evidence. 
 
After consultation events with Bond members and donors and detailed work over the 
course of a year with a task group of NGOs, we are excited to be publishing the draft 
principles and checklist for wider piloting.   
 
What are the Evidence Principles and checklist?  
The Principles are being developed as a tool for assessing the quality of evidence 
collected and used by NGOs to measure, learn from and demonstrate their impact. A 
checklist drawn from the principles enables you to review and quality assure existing 
evidence (e.g. an evaluation report, case study or report to donors), or to use when 
thinking about how evidence will be generated (e.g. to set an evaluation terms of 
reference).   
 
The principles and checklist have been designed by NGOs for NGOs and aim to set a 
common standard for high quality evidence.  They build on NGO values, and set 
standards of rigour which are relevant and practical to the scale of NGO operations 
and the type of interventions NGOs deliver. 
 
The five principles are: voice and inclusion, appropriateness, triangulation, 
contribution, and transparency. For each principle the checklist has four 
questions that can be used to test the quality of a piece of evidence. Each question 
is scored on a 1-4 scale, allowing you to locate a piece of evidence on a scale of:  
1) weak evidence  
2) minimum standard  
3) good practice, and  
4) gold standard.   
An overall score and colour (red, amber, yellow or dark green) is then assigned to 
each principle to provide a holistic picture of the robustness of a piece of evidence.  
 

How to help us with the pilot:  
 
We have put together a pilot pack which we hope gives people everything they 
need. It's in the form of an Excel workbook and you can download it 
from  http://bit.ly/VjD3CR or  http://www.bond.org.uk/pages/the-ngo-
evidence-principles.html . The pack can be downloaded in Firefox, Chrome, 
Opera or Safari, but if people are using an old version of Internet Explorer it might 
need updating. So please take a look and come back to me if anything is unclear or 
if you'd just like to talk it through. 
 

http://bit.ly/VjD3CR
http://www.bond.org.uk/pages/the-ngo-evidence-principles.html
http://www.bond.org.uk/pages/the-ngo-evidence-principles.html
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Once you have decided to do some testing, it would help us to know what you plan 
to test the principles and checklist out on (eg. assessing an existing evaluation 
report; setting the terms of reference for an evaluation report you plan to set up; a 
case study; an annual grant report; a research study; something else) and roughly 
when you plan to test them out. 
 
Who are we hoping will help us by pilot testing the principles and 
checklist? 
 NGOs of all sizes, ideally using the tool collaboratively with South-based partners 
 NGOs working in international development, humanitarian aid, advocacy, 

capacity building and work within with fragile states. We believe the tool may be 
more appropriate for some of these areas than others, and we hope the pilot will 
help us test this out. 

 Donors, fund managers, and programme evaluators. 
  

What kind of evidence are we hoping you will test the tool on?  

 Evaluation reports 
 Case studies 
 Annual reviews to donors 
 Research studies 
 We would also like people to test the tool when designing or setting the terms of 

reference for any of the above.  
 We believe the tool may be more appropriate for assessing some of these kinds 

of evidence areas it is for others, and we hope the pilot will help us test this out.  
 
 
Next steps 

 This pilot-testing phase will run from October 2012 to 31 May 2013.  
 During summer 2013, the findings will be collated and discussed by the Pilot 

Group which includes representatives from international NGOs both large and 
small and key sector donors. The group will consider what changes need to be 
made to improve the tool and consider how best to market the tool within the 
sector. 

 Bond will announce plans for the official launch of the first post-pilot edition in 
late summer 2013.  

 
And once again, that link to the pilot pack is http://bit.ly/VjD3CR or 
http://www.bond.org.uk/pages/the-ngo-evidence-principles.html 
 
Colin Nee  
Interim Head of Effectiveness Programme 
cnee@bond.org.uk   
020 7520 0249 
 
Bond · Regent’s Wharf · 8 All Saints Street · London · N1 9RL · United Kingdom  
+44 (0)20 7837 8344 · bond@bond.org.uk · bond.org.uk 
 
The Bond Effectiveness Programme is supported through the financial contributions 
of ActionAid UK, CAFOD, Care International UK, Christian Aid, Comic Relief, 
Department for International Development, EveryChild, Islamic Relief, Mercy Corp, 
Oxfam GB, Plan UK,  Practical Action, Save the Children UK, Sightsavers, Tearfund, 
VSO, WaterAid, World Vision and WWF 

http://bit.ly/VjD3CR
http://www.bond.org.uk/pages/the-ngo-evidence-principles.html
mailto:cnee@bond.org.uk
mailto:bond@bond.org.uk
http://www.bond.org.uk/

