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	Uganda is a frontrunner in WASH sector reforms in East Africa, but faces problems around household and school Sanitation and Hygiene. Previously, there was no learning mechanism on hygiene and sanitation at district level and limited trickling down of knowledge from the international and national level towards communities. Coordination between sector players has also been weak. To address this situation, SNV, IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre and NETWAS Uganda have partnered to facilitate a “Learning Alliance” at district level, by which sector stakeholders share experiences agree on actions to improve sector efficiency and performance. This paper focuses on the methodology, experiences and lessons learnt through establishing pilot learning platforms at district level in four districts.




Background 

Uganda is a frontrunner in WASH sector reforms in East Africa. But the country faces problems around Sanitation and Hygiene with stagnant coverage figures and huge disparities in service delivery and health status. Primary school sanitation is inadequate and lacks O&M. To address this situation, IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre, SNV and NETWAS partnered together to facilitate multi-stakeholder learning platforms around hygiene and sanitation at district and sub district level. The initiative is called LeaPPS: Learning for Practice and Policy on Household and School Sanitation and Hygiene. This local learning process is supported by action-research, documenting and sharing of experiences around household and school sanitation and hygiene. LeaPPS aims to foster stronger coordination, information sharing and learning between local governments, civil society organizations and the private sector Harmonized approaches and coordination in the process could help reach effective, sustainable sanitation and hygiene improvements in households and primary schools in the district.  Consequently, LeaPPS supports good governance and transparency, and the integration of HIV/AIDS into sanitation and hygiene programmes and initiatives. 

An inception mission was held in March 2007 by IRC and NETWAS to see if there was interest in learning for improved Sanitation and Hygiene among stakeholders at district and sub district level. Several constraints to improved sanitation and hygiene were noted: 

· Sanitation and hygiene is not prioritized in policy, practice or resource allocation, despite good guidelines and regulations, and despite good practices and willingness among the stakeholders at the local level.

· The relation between schools and communities is often poor; schools experience vandalism of facilities but also difficulties implementing relevant policies.

· There is a need for strengthening links between decentralised and national level for policy changes. The linkages between sub-county levels and below to the districts are weak and characterised as mainly a top down line of communication. 

· District and sub county government and civil society organizations, share a similar vision, motivations, concerns and frustrations concerning resources constraints. However a sense of partnership between these agencies is lacking.
· There are a range of formal and informal networking and learning initiatives to improve collaboration in the WASH sector. However, their focus is mainly between districts and between districts national level actors rather than between different groups of stakeholders within one district. Moreover, these networks do not usually include representatives of civil society as equal partners.

· Learning is not a core activity in existing platforms and little is done to institutionalize lessons that arise. Moreover, Hygiene and Sanitation get low attention in these platforms. 

· There are interesting sanitation and hygiene innovations which could provide valuable learning and sharing opportunities and would raise the profile of sanitation, especially the importance of software.

Partnership was sought with SNV as they have ongoing capacity building activities and programs. On the basis of the above mentioned findings SNV, NETWAS and IRC decided to initiate LeaPPS in four pilot districts: Kyenjojo, Kamwenge, Arua and Koboko. In each district, two sub-counties were involved. LeaPPS focused on facilitating better partnerships between government, civil society organisations, councillors and private sector to advocate for increased prioritisation of software, sanitation and hygiene. LeaPPS also aims to develop linkages and partnerships with the HIV/AIDS sector. By taking the relevant stakeholders and institutional structures into account, more appropriate, integrated and sustainable solutions can be sought. To achieve these objectives, a ‘Learning Alliance’ approach has been piloted. 
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Figure 1. Map Uganda
Source: http://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/map/profile/uganda  
Introduction to the Learning Alliance concept

Learning Alliances are interlinked multi-stakeholder platforms formed at appropriate levels. Learning Alliances aim at building relationships, sharing information and experiences and planning for solutions to common problems. The Learning Alliance approach is derived from work on innovation systems (Verhagen et al., 2008). 
Learning Alliances should be formed around real problems that cannot be solved by a single stakeholder, and an initial group of stakeholders who are committed to change. Each platform should bring together a range of stakeholders who capture diverse roles, interests, skills and experiences. The more representative the alliance is, the better it will capture the institutional complexities and other realities of the system. LeaPPS involves water, health, education, community development, planning and finance officials, local NGOs and private sector stakeholders at district and sub-county levels, Councillors, donor agencies and INGOs active in the districts.
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Figure 1. LeaPPS Learning Alliances 
Source: LeaPPS inception workshop presentation 2007)

Ultimately, the Learning Alliance aims at improving how stakeholders work so that their interventions have greater impact and are better coordinated. This also implies building linkages between the different administrative levels from community to national level. LeaPPS partners have tried to link the initiative to existing structures for (technical) support and capacity building, for example the National Sanitation Working Group (NSWG). At district level linkages have been created with the district Water and Sanitation Coordination Committee (DWSCC) and the Sub-County politicians and government staff working in Water Sanitation Health and Community development
The overall objective of the learning and sharing within LeaPPS is to influence change in policy and practice towards sustainable impacts. The Learning Alliance approach has a strong focus on improving existing practices through sharing locally acceptable and affordable innovations. Communication and joint actions can be supported by a shared commitment to learning for change and sharing best practices, jointly analysing challenges and agreeing on the way forward.
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Photograph 1: LeaPPS 4 in Kyenjojo (Left) and Kamwenge (Right), August 2008
Source: Authors
Outcomes

The pilot has been running for a period of 15 months. Four 1,5-day plenary sessions have been held at district level in all four districts and multiple in-between sessions were held with various stakeholders. Outcomes of these LeaPPS sessions include:

· Participants seem to have benefited from the sessions about “methods of communication”. The feedback sessions revealed that there is a shift from top-down to a more bottom-up approach of implemented action points.  This information was derived from the agreed action points and the questionnaires.  

· Three of the four District Water Offices (DWO) have planned to use the participatory method PHAST, which was presented in LeaPPS session 3 (March 2008). The TSU
s have provided toolkits to the districts. Two districts have planned and budgeted for training on PHAST for their extension staff with help of DWO. In Aroi subcounty, Arua, the DWO now has budget set aside to integrate PHAST activities in the Sub counties’ workplans.
· The District Health Officer (DHO) of Koboko was triggered to conduct a full household census on hygiene and sanitation. This household census has been presented in one of the LeaPPS sessions. The findings will be used for the learning session at sub county level and at a ‘reverse-expo’ for the WASH sector, to be organised in Kampala. This household census provides in-depth information on the actual status including cross-analysis of dependent and independent variables. The census is probably the first one to be implemented by a DHO in Uganda. 

· Aroi Sub County in Arua  reported that they were able to increase its hygiene and sanitation status significantly in the period between LeaPPS sessions while using PHAST and enforcements; an increase was reported in latrine coverage from 70.2% up to 75%, Bath shelters 50%- 90%, Refuse pits 60%- 81% andDrying racks 65%-85%. 

· Kamwenge district has put to use the “The Joy of Learning , a hygiene and sanitation education tool for schools which was presented in a LeaPPS session  in eight primary schools in Nyabbani and Kahunge sub-counties. This has been implemented in partnership between the sub-counties and SNV.
· The session on mainstreaming HIV/AIDS in WASH has resulted in actions in the four districts. Two districts have recommended  to have the HIV/AIDS focal person attend the DWSCC meetings, one district has trained their extension staff in HIV/AIDS mainstreaming, while Kyenjojo has implemented mainstreaming activities in their water and sanitation programs. In Kyenjojo district the HIV/AIDS focal person has been brought on board, attended the fourth LeaPPS session and presented the current status of HIV and AIDS.
· The districts have increased their coordination between the various departments and NGOs. Three out of four districts revitalised their DWSCC meetings, while the other district has been improving the quality of their meetings as a result of the learning sessions. There is an increase in participation of other sectors like education, community based services and health, the departments are (slowly) starting to share work plans and information about activities. 

· A field trip has identified capacity gaps of NGOs in participatory approaches and developed the need to address this issue. Seven NGOs have registered for training on participatory methods and gender mainstreaming which a local NGO (PARUDA) will provide with support from SNV.

· LeaPPS Learning AllianceAlliance has been able to attract media attention and political support. Local radio stations have attended the sessions of at least two districts and have been broadcasting on the radio, while politicians have declared their support and attend the meetings regularly. 

· As a result of the demands for more practical information and field-based learning on sanitation and hygiene approaches and technologies expressed in all LeaPPS districts, the three implementing partners managed to secure funds from Simavi, a Dutch NGO for research. This 12-month action-research is taking place in four sub-counties (Mahyoro, Nyabani, Butiti and Katooke). 

· Koboko district has taken ownership of the Learning Alliance by planning learning workshops at sub-county level. LeaPPS partners will develop the materials for the sub-county level, and pilot the platform at two sub-counties together with the DHO.  Thereafter using districts funds the DHO will organise and facilitate learning sessions in the remaining four sub-counties in the district. 

· In another district the Community Development Officer (CDH) in the water department documented a best practice/success story on the management of Operation and Maintenance funds of a particular water source in one Sub-County. The CDO was inspired by the LeaPPS session on process documentation (LeaPPS4) and the documentation format which LeaPPS partners have produced.

Lessons learned 

As a result of this LeaPPS pilot, some general lessons can be learned regarding the Learning Alliance approach and its usefulness for improving policy and practice in Uganda.

· There is a demand for this Learning Alliance and participants appreciate it. Most stakeholders (more than 60%) attend each meeting, which reflects their commitment.  Questionnaires have revealed that the attitude of the stakeholders is very supportive towards this Learning Alliance. 

· Stakeholders have been able to identify their own weaknesses in the Learning Alliance. Cases shared have resulted in actions by the stakeholders. 

· The stakeholders recommended more practical learning sessions to complement the Learning Alliance meetings. This is supported by the main recommendation in the questionnaire from stakeholders to include practitioners to complement and validate the Learning Alliance. Additionally there is also a request to include more sub-county representatives in the Learning Alliance from one of the districts.

· Several lessons learned have been transformed into actions. It has been observed that the successfully implemented lessons were linked with accessibility of materials, technical backstopping and other running programmes, which can absorb the learning into action. Therefore to strengthen successful learning; technical backstopping, provision of information and communication materials and the integration of programs has to be encouraged. 

· Though the coordination and information sharing between the different stakeholders has improved, nonetheless it continues to remain a major issue. There is a general fear of sharing budgets amongst each other and there is a lack of trust noticed between districts and NGOs. Thus focus on improving coordination and information sharing is crucial. 

· Ownership by the stakeholders of this Learning Alliance is still weak. Stakeholders attending seem to be rather recipients than champions of the platform. However having champions who take LeaPPS action points forward to the relevant bodies, such as DWSCC is vital in putting LeaPPS into actions. 

The partnership

SNV, IRC and NETWAS each bring in their own strengths into the partnership. IRC brings in the conceptual framework for Learning Alliances and facilitating sector learning. As a global information centre it brings knowledge and experiences from other countries on successful approaches and technologies. SNV has ongoing partnerships with local governments and provides the network of key stakeholders in the district, including technical support units and local non- governmental organizations. In this key role, SNV provides technical backstopping and advisory services around issues emerging from the learning sessions. Additionally SNV uses the concept of this Learning Alliance to address other emerging issues and up scaling to other districts. NETWAS Uganda disseminates LeaPPS information via the website, documentation centre and national fora. NETWAS is the host of the Uganda WASH Resource Centre with the role of being the hub for WASH sector knowledge and experience and being a repository of publications and information products. NETWAS Uganda is also a local capacity builder and process facilitator and brings the local facilitation perspective in the learning sessions. 

Measuring the effect of LeaPPS

The LeaPPS partners developed several methods to quantify the outcomes and effects from the learning sessions. In every LeaPPS session the participating stakeholders are requested to present their successful “best practices” since the previous session. A qualitative measurement is obtained from these presentations. These reported ‘effects’ are linked with the recommendations and action points from the previous LeaPPS sessions.  Furthermore, a questionnaire has been developed around the objectives of LeaPPS, that are improved coordination, harmonization and collaboration, increased learning, knowledge, methods and sharing best practises and improved policy and strategy framework. The stakeholders are requested to provide their opinion to what extent learning from LeaPPS contributes towards these aspects and indicate evidence on their statements. The results of this questionnaire give a qualitative indication of the participant’s opinion towards this learning platform and the triggered actions. Last session, the questionnaire had been filled out and returned by more than 50% of the participants and revealed a very positive opinion. However, it is feared that the respondents might have felt pressured to give a positive answer to the questions since frankness towards facilitators is not supported by the African culture. To get a more in-depth and reliable insight, the partners are planning to have an independent assessment done to get impartial information from the stakeholders/ participants attending the district learning sessions. The main issues of this assessment are the motivational factors for attending the learning sessions, factual learning and the motivation to translate lessons learned into actions. 

The lessons learnt from facilitating LeaPPS have also been documented and this will be supplemented by interviews with LeaPPS participants and case studies to document the impact of LeaPPS in practice. This process documentation can provide useful insights into the ways in which the initiative reaches its objectives and identify constraints to be addressed.

Scaling up

Given the outcomes from the Learning Alliance there are several processes that have been ignited for a scale up of this methodology. 

The learning sessions will be piloted at sub-county level in Koboko and Kyenjojo districts. Koboko has planned to scale up this learning model for all the sub-counties using the methodology and materials developed.  In Kyenjojo district, the scaling up is by involving stakeholders from more sub-counties than the two already involved in the district LeaPPS sessions.  By inviting local people (e.g. health and community development staff, politicians, local and religious leaders, village health volunteers, school clubs, community groups) to present their good practices, LeaPPS wants to build on local successes and create enthusiasm for improving sanitation and hygiene.

As LeaPPS appears to be a promising approach towards local learning for improved sector performance, the Directorate of Water Development expressed interest to have this multi-stakeholder learning platform in all 83 districts in Uganda.  The rolling out of the approach from 4 to 83 needs a feasible strategy and methodology.  Therefore, the LeaPPS partners have outlined a pilot project to test organisational modalities of rolling-out LeaPPS and analyse the quality, effectiveness, and financial and institutional implications.

Via the Uganda WASH Resource Centre, hosted by NETWAS, LeaPPS information is shared via the website (www.watsanuganda.watsan.net), as hard copies and in presentations at national fora. At national level the National Sanitation Working Group meetings and the Development Partners Group are regularly briefed by IRC on LeaPPS achievements and further ideas for scaling up learning at decentralised and national level in Uganda, and also in the East African region.

A common lesson learnt is that sector learning in general, including the LeaPPS initiative, is only gradually being adopted and embedded in the WASH sector in Uganda. The emphasis in the sector at present is on service provision. There is substantial room for improvement on analysis of effectiveness and sustainability of approaches and achievements. Therefore the principles and potential benefits of sector learning need to be packaged in many different forms.  Good advocacy and communication materials based on concepts and field findings is one form. Production and sharing of relevant practical information products versioned for specific target groups is another way that LeaPPS uses to reach out to practitioners, planners, decision-makers and politicians. Versioning here means that intermediate level stakeholder use other technical language than national level technocrats or politicians. Also important is the use of different communication channels accessible for the different target groups via Internet and hard copy.  LeaPPS has produced several advocacy and technical information papers
. 

The North East Portfolio of SNV Uganda has requested to utilize the LeaPPS concept, while the SNV Water and Sanitation advisors for East and South African Region expressed their interest of using this tool.  

The methodology tested by LeaPPS has been integrated in the “Multi Stakeholder Platform” tool used by SNV Uganda. This tool is used for other topics in the WASH sector and is shared with the Education sectors of SNV Uganda.  

Recommendations

Based on our experiences so far, several recommendations can be made to further improve the effects of LeaPPS:
· A partnership approach with facilitation teams that have complementary aims, skills, experience and links in the sector increases the outcomes and impacts and should be encouraged.

· To increase learning, Action Research for schools and households for complementing the Learning Alliance is recommended. 

· To support actions based on the learning, the alliance should link with organisations who can provide information and communication materials, technical backstopping, funding and/or training programs. 

· Facilitate the formation of Learning Alliance at the sub county level to ensure that the learning takes place at sub-county level and ensure that grass root level is involved.

· The Learning Alliance has to include several methods for measuring outcome and impact at the stakeholder level such as a questionnaire, assessments of a consultant, and feedback sessions to measure the progress of a Learning Alliance.

· Coordination between stakeholders can be improved using a Learning Alliance, but should be combined with other interventions.

· Learning Alliances should connect topics to organisations, which can provide additional materials and technical backstopping to increase the uptake of lessons learned.

· To address ownership of the Learning Alliance LeaPPS should : a). focus on consultations and involvement of the stakeholders, b). identify champions and support them to own the alliance and form a steering committee, c). encourage stakeholders to present at the platform, d). make actions points proposed concrete and e). continue to encourage stakeholders to present follow up actions taken since the previous learning sesssion.

· Learning Alliances have been a successful intervention for the purpose of learning at district level for improved practices and policies, and should be up-scaled throughout Uganda and abroad. Further understanding of how to support this is needed by using an assessment and evaluations.

· Topics discussed or presented in Learning Alliances should not follow a predetermined/set agenda but should be kept flexible to issues brought forward by the stakeholders.
· As facilitators of a Learning Alliance it is important to step aside periodically to evaluate the entire process to assess issues critical to progress.
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 TSU; Technical Support Unit which falls under the Department of Water Development, which have the responsibility to support the district in technical aspect of water and sanitation
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