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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
Since IRC’s establishment in 1968, the Dutch Government, through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MoFA), has been the main funder of IRC’s activities. DGIS granted an amount of € 9,6 million of core 
programmatic funding1 for the period 2012-2016 upon submission of a 5-year business plan. The 
actual awarded amount is € 2,9m less than the amount of € 12,6 requested. In addition, DGIS has 
granted IRC a top-up of  € 1m for 2016 to strengthen IRC’s current business plan and its goals.  

IRC’s budget increased rapidly over the last several years from almost €20 million in the 2002-2006 
period to €38 million for 2007-2011. IRC’s planning for 2012-2016 is based on a total budget of €51 
million. One result of this rapid growth is that the core programmatic funding IRC is seeking is at a 
substantially lower level proportionally than in previous business plans. In 2002, this funding 
accounted for 62% of the total amount and in 2006 for 51%. In the present business plan IRC aims to 
stabilise this funding at no lower than 25-30% of the total - considered the approximate level of 
financing needed to deliver the ambitious multi-country programme that donors and financiers 
expect from them. According to IRC, the inability to safeguard this minimum level of programmatic 
core funding would significantly constrain the ability to innovate or provide thought leadership in the 
sector and thereby jeopardize the specific niche and added value for the sector.   

Without the minimum level of core programmatic funding, IRC’s niche player role is at stake and with 
this its particular role as a knowledge broker, innovator and change agent. IRC’s role in 
communication and contribution to strengthen the knowledge base responds to a clear public 
interest in the sector.  

Mission 

IRC’s mission 2012-2016 is to act as a knowledge broker, innovator and enabler of change within the 
sector internationally and in selected focus countries and regions so that services are extended to 
the poor and are better attuned to their needs while being more sustainable and equitable, and 
better managed and governed. Business as usual approaches in WASH have to change. That change 
has to be systemic and systematic and it must start with a shared vision of services that meet 
people’s needs. IRC is catalysing that change as expressed in the four goals of its current business 
plan. 

Main Goals 

Shaped by IRC’s vision and mission and its understanding of the challenges facing the sector, the 
following four goals were identified for the (business plan) period 2012-2016: 1) The adoption by the 
sector of a service delivery approach; 2) The adoption by the sector of a strong learning and adaptive 
approach to service delivery; 3) Improved aid effectiveness; and 4) Improved inter-sectoral dialogue.  

The overarching goal – the adoption by the sector of the SDA – has been largely achieved by IRC. 
Moreover, substantial progress has been made in achieving the 2nd goal regarding the sector that 
learns and adapts with special reference to the country level. Substantial progress has been made in 
achieving the 3rd goal with special reference to the strengthening of government organisations. The 
progress made in achieving the 4th goal remained limited. 

IRC’s achievements around the promotion of the Service Delivery Approach (SDA) have been very 
substantial. The global understanding and debates around costing, sustainability and service levels 
have been strongly influenced by IRC. Core concepts like service level monitoring, life-cycle costing, 
service sustainability and more recently national and local systems’ strengthening are well adopted 
and contribute to a radical shift in how the WASH sector does its work. 

 

 
1 Subsidie beschikking   
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Results, Impact and Uptake 

Largely out of IRC’s direct control, the translation of IRC’s work into concrete results and impact “on 
the ground” will take some time. The increase in financing flows dedicated to non-capital 
expenditures appears to be limited but needs to be tracked more carefully. Too many investments 
still focus on new infrastructure with little attention to operations and maintenance (O&M) and 
sustainability. Further work is needed to determine the evidence that the increased awareness at all 
levels in the sector of the need for sustainable services has been translated into increased budget 
allocation and expenditures for O&M. IRC needs to continue working to align and coordinate to 
ensure that commitments turn into plans, plans turn into budget allocations, and budget allocations 
actually convert to tangible impact on the ground.  

IRC makes considerable efforts to translate its findings, concepts and tools of key projects in 
simplified, concrete and doable messages for and actions to be taken by various stakeholders, 
particularly at the district level.  

The Agenda for Change 

IRC is a driver of change with the newly launched Agenda for Change in 2015 together with three 
other key organisations. The Agenda builds on the achievements and learning of the four IRC goals.  
This Agenda for Change, initiated by IRC, responds to the need for fundamental change to achieve 
SDG 6 with explicit district and country focus with special reference to increased government 
leadership and financing of the sector. This Agenda for Change has the potential of becoming an 
influential movement provided a number of problems can be sorted out. This includes further clarity 
on: 1) what IRC is really offering around the Agenda for Change and how it links to and grounds the 
global and high level work of Sanitation and Water for All (SWA), and 2) how to join, what joining 
actually means and what the expected role and contribution of the partners is. 

Decentralisation 

Country level 

Since autonomy in 2006, IRC has been through a period of profound transformation. Most 
importantly, it has become a decentralised and internationally operating organisation.  IRC is 
involved in activities in a total of 29 countries of which at present six are focus countries.2  Four of 
these focus countries have country offices (Ghana, Burkina Faso, Uganda and Ethiopia). India and 
Honduras country programmes, not yet legally established as branch offices, are run by a small local 
staff complement with support from IRC Netherlands.    

The six IRC focus countries can be grouped as follows: 

a. Strong, well established country offices with fully fledged programmes and potential for financial 
sustainability in the short to medium term (Ghana and Burkina Faso). 

b. Upcoming country offices with emerging programmes and potential for financial sustainability in 
the medium term (Uganda and Ethiopia) 

c. Focus country programmes without yet having a registered office with limited activities and 
unclear potential for financial sustainability (India and Honduras). 

During the Business Plan (BP) period substantial progress has been made in the establishment and 
strengthening of the country offices in Ghana, Burkina Faso, Uganda and Ethiopia. The development 
of the country offices in Uganda and Ethiopia has been accelerated during the last three years thanks 
to investments in the establishment of these country offices originally through DGIS core 

 
2 Mozambique was a focus country until 2013 when the IRC office there was closed and it was replaced by 
India.  The country office in Mozambique has been closed. 
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programmatic funding and during the last few years through core funding from Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation (BMGF) exchange rate gains. Moreover, the start of new programmes has 
stimulated the development of these country offices as well.   

District level  

The principle of the district focus in IRC’s business model on at least one district ensuring 100% 
coverage is solid, understandable and at the appropriate level for replication.  That said, there is an 
implicit danger, which IRC is well aware of, of getting mired in one or two districts over a lengthy 
period of time seeking solid and substantial progress before lessons are taken to the national level.  
IRC is mindful of avoiding the “piloting” mentality of resource intensive approaches that are not 
replicable.   IRC is also working with the original partners to the Agenda for Change initiative like 
WaterAid and Water for People as well as other groups like Safe Water Network in Ghana to share 
lessons learned about the approach. 

Value added 

A number of shifts in development assistance are impacting on organisations in the sector. Key 
elements of the DGIS WASH policy (2016-2030), for example, revolve around driving change in the 
sector through better governance, mobilizing domestic resources in target countries (financial and 
human), addressing equity, stimulating innovation and supporting learning at all levels. (Pg 9)  

IRC is on track to become a key leading innovative organization and an appreciated player in the 
international arena. Indeed the various characteristics and approaches of the organisation feed 
directly into the delivery of DGIS’ new water policy.  As stated in the policy, “evidence indicates that 
the challenges in the area of WASH particularly revolve around sustainability of service delivery.”  
(pg2)  This speaks directly to IRC’s approach. 

At country level, IRC’s footprint is very substantial as an appreciated, credible, neutral, professional 
key party. IRC is considered as a very influential party at this level through its special relation with 
and assistance to government institutions through its contribution in knowledge management, 
learning, and demystifying complex issues and tools. These are relevant for government as well as for 
all other stakeholders.  

Stakeholder interviews revealed that no other organization works this systematically and over a 
consistently long period, pro-actively, with the government at the centre. This makes IRC a 
trustworthy and credible partner for governments without becoming an integral part of the 
government machinery itself. Moreover, it makes IRC at country level a crucial partner in achieving 
the SDG6 (as government leadership and competence is judged crucial in achieving this goal). 

Partnerships 

Albeit punching above its weight, IRC recognizes the leverage it has in partnering with other 
organizations. During the Business Plan period, IRC has made very substantial progress in developing 
strategic partnerships at global, country and at Netherlands level. 

Organisational change 

By all accounts, IRC has successfully and effectively navigated its way through a difficult period – 
downsizing, restructuring and decentralising.  Working through a Management Team that also 
includes the Country Directors is increasingly facilitating greater ownership throughout the 
organisation creating more of a mutual flow of accountability, organisational learning and financial 
control.  To ensure effectiveness, IRC has instituted an internal business model through the creation 
of independently operating business units, including the country offices.   

In terms of financial management, as compared to the period around the Mid-Term Review, IRC now 
presents significantly more coherence around financial matters. Much work has been done to clarify 
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costs and their correlation to a viable tariff as validated to be “according to the rules” of good 
practice by a tariff audit.   

IRC’s positive contribution notwithstanding, the goal-based approach is still a work in progress 
whereby goals have not as yet been systematically elaborated into activities and outputs with 
indicators of success. This does not facilitate an assessment of actual progress made against 
expected goals (as it is not easy to assess whether progress is satisfactory and/or to what extent and 
in which manner outputs from the monitoring system contribute to the achievement of the IRC 
goals). 

Finances and financial sustainability 

In terms of the 2012-2016 business plan, an ambitious target was set for a total turnover of €51 
million for the 5-year period. Whilst complete figures for 2016 still need to be tallied up that include 
new grants recently announced, IRC can take pride in having achieved this target with a minor 
shortfall.  (Latest figures suggest a shortfall of 2%.)  Again, it should be noted that not all of this 
money is spent on and by IRC directly.  For example, in 2016 roughly 40% of the €11+m income was 
allocated to partners and for external procurement of goods and services. 

The evaluation team can say with confidence that the organisation has been diversifying its funding 
sources over the past few years with marked success.  This has seen increased programmatic funding 
coming in from the Conrad Hilton Foundation including a planning grant with a likely follow on 
investment in the coming year, significant new funding from  through various consortia 
arrangements, contributions from the  and others.   Efforts have also been made 
to enhance business acquisition at the country level to take advantage of local opportunities, 
although with limited capacity for developing proposals.   

A significant challenge was posed to the organisation in 2015 given the lack of funding forthcoming 
from previously committed DGIS business plan funding (amounting to €2.9m).  Heavy negotiations 
resulted in a €1m top-up contribution received in February 2016.  Just over half of this was used to 
develop and test a number of tools to help operationalise the Agenda for Change roadmap exercises, 
contribute to various WASH events, finalise various publications, and other related activities.  As 
noted, a sizeable exchange rate and interest gain of €2.9m on BMGF funded programmes also 
provided a lifeline in 2015 and 2016.   

During the business plan period, DGIS core funding averaged 21% of IRC’s total core funding amount.  
Over recent years, IRC has seen a dramatic shift in reliance on DGIS for core programmatic funding 
from 49% of total income in 2007 to 26% in 2012 to 15% in 2016.  Total core funding as a function of 
IRC total income has averaged 28% during the business plan, suggesting that every €1 received in 
core funding is helping to leverage a further €3. 

At present, such funding is expected to come from the WASH International (WAI) partnership, the 
Osprey Foundation, the Watershed funding, and potential core programmatic funding from DGIS.  
Indeed some of the Hilton Foundation funding and that from other funding sources can be 
considered as having this flexibility albeit with some match funding requirements. 

In terms of the coming few years, there are understandable gaps in IRC’s fundraising.  The situation is 
dynamic though as new proposals are developed.  IRC’s total ambition for the coming business plan 
period is €56m.  With confirmed contracted funding of 78% of ambition for 2017, sufficient funding is 
available to ensure that the organisation can be categorised as a “going concern”, meaning that it is 
seen as financially viable for the year.  For the entire period, the contracted plus weighted pipeline 
(proportional projected success rate) is a respectable 66%.   

Recommendations 

IRC is well placed to contribute to the achievement of SDG 6 with special reference to: 1) Policy 
influencing in its specific role towards government as an appreciated, neutral, professional player 
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geared to stimulate government leadership in a very operational manner through “tailor made”’ 
knowledge management, learning and the demystification of complex issues; 2) Financing the sector 
with special reference to public financing; 3) Planning, monitoring, evaluation and learning; and 4) 
Strategic advocacy (whom to reach, when, how, with what messages and follow-up). 

IRC should continue to invest efforts in articulating the messages of the Agenda for Change, 
projecting out to what the initiative would ideally look like in 5-10 years, clarifying what IRC is 
concretely offering, and finding ways to encourage other institutions to join.  There is hope that the 
Agenda for Change will indeed start to show some tangible results, combining with GLAAS, TrackFin 
and other initiatives to shift approaches of large implementers in the process. 

In the development of IRC’s new business plan, in line with development programmes generally, 
greater specificity than in the previous Business Plan should be provided in terms of SMART 
indicators that more clearly show how IRC is successfully achieving its goals. Moreover, IRC should 
formulate a results chain in which goals are clearly and realistically defined, are interconnected and 
consistently elaborated in outcomes, intermediate outcomes, targets, etc.   

Scenarios 

In an attempt to give direction to the choices for the organization, a set of three scenarios was 
formulated in 2015. The three scenarios are largely conditioned by different fundraising goals. 
Scenario 1 allows the development of the IRC programme in focus countries and districts while 
maintaining a global advocacy programme through a high level of core programmatic funding. 
Scenario 2 has a much reduced global advocacy programme as a function of a low level of core 
programmatic funding and constraints in the development of the country level. Scenario 3 changes 
IRC into a consultancy structure and assumes no core programmatic funding  

Without hesitation, the evaluation team concludes that Scenario 3 is untenable for the organization 
and Scenario 2, with its insufficient core funding, risks losing the growing strength to foster real 
support to national and local governments in a way that few other organisations provide. It also 
means losing the linking thought leadership role that IRC plays in terms of global to local and 
increasingly from local to global. Scenario 1 remains the viable option that optimizes IRC’s 
contribution to the sector, as expected from all stakeholders. As one stakeholder noted “not funding 
IRC in this way is like killing the goose that lays the golden egg”. 

Core programmatic funding 

IRC’s unique role in the sector as a driver of change, nationally and globally, including sector 
knowledge brokerage and communications, convening and coordination, evidence based policy 
advice to governments including DGIS with special reference to its unique role at country level can be 
continued provided DGIS makes a minimum of €1 million core programmatic funding per year 
available. This amount together with additional core programmatic funding from other sources will 
enable IRC to play its crucial role in the future as well. Non-availability of the DGIS additional core 
programmatic funding will endanger IRC’s role and position in the sector and contribution to DGIS’ 
WASH Strategy 2016-2030.   

Core programmatic funding is essential to cover a set of core activities that are difficult or near 
impossible to source from the market. These areas all relate to IRC’s unique role in the sector as a 
driver of change (change hub), nationally and globally including: sector knowledge brokerage and 
communications; convening and coordination; and evidence based policy advice to governments and 
development partners including DGIS. 

Country core programmatic funding is meant to underpin the national and district “Change Hubs” in 
focus countries through: 1) Convening national and district stakeholders; 2) Production of knowledge 
products from IRC and others for other districts and country level; 3) Supporting national 
governments in policy reform and the demystification/simplification/translation of approaches, 
methods and tools for use at various levels; and 4) Putting “oil into the government machinery”.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  
1.1. Background 

Since IRC’s establishment in 1968, the Dutch Government, through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
has been the main funder of IRC’s activities. DGIS granted an amount of € 9,6 million of core 
programmatic funding3 for the period 2012-2016 upon submission of a 5-year business plan. The 
actual awarded amount of € 9,6m is € 2,9m less than the amount of € 12,6 requested. In addition, 
DGIS has granted IRC a top-up of € 1m for 2016 to strengthen IRC’s current business plan and its 
goals.  

IRC’s budget increased rapidly over the last several years from almost €20 million in the 2002-2006 
period to €38 million for 2007-2011. IRC’s planning for 2012-2016 is based on a total budget of €51 
million. One result of this rapid growth is that the core programmatic funding IRC is seeking is at a 
substantially lower level proportionally than in previous business plans. In 2002, this funding 
accounted for 62% of the total amount and in 2006 for 51%. In the present business plan IRC aims to 
stabilise this funding at no lower than 25-30% of the total - considered the approximate level of 
financing needed to deliver the ambitious multi-country programme that donors and financiers 
expect from them. According to IRC, the inability to safeguard this minimum level of programmatic 
core funding would significantly constrain the ability to innovate or provide thought leadership in the 
sector and thereby jeopardize the specific niche and added value for the sector.   

Without the minimum level of core programmatic funding, IRC’s niche players’ role is at stake and 
with this its particular role as a knowledge broker, innovator and change agent. IRC’s role in 
communication and contribution to strengthen the knowledge base responds to a clear public 
interest in the sector.  

DGIS commissioned the End of Programme Evaluation (EPE) of the IRC Business Plan 2012-2016 to 
evaluate achievement in implementation of the present IRC business plan and takes a special interest 
in the different scenarios for IRC to continue with its vision and mission under the different funding 
options of DGIS after 2016 (for ToR see annex 1). 

1.2. Overall objectives of the End of Programme Evaluation (EPE)  

The EPE aims to respond to the following two main questions directly related to the IRC’s two tier 
challenge as formulated in the current Business Plan, namely to achieve its mission while remaining 
financially solvent. 

• To what extent has IRC achieved its goals as laid out in the present Business Plan? 

• What are possible scenarios for IRC beyond 2016, under the different funding options of 
DGIS, that allows IRC to continue pursuing its mission while maintaining a viable financial 
basis? 

In support of the above purpose the EPE team will therefore assess two main areas: 

• Assess IRC’s performance and progress in the implementation of the 2012-2016 Business 
Plan. 

• Assess and make recommendations for consolidating IRC’s finances to ensure long-term 
sustainability. 

Performance and progress in the implementation of the 2012-2016 Business Plan 

 
3 Subsidie beschikking   
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Firstly, the review will assess the outputs and results achieved by each of the programmes. Progress 
will be assessed against the result-chain and four main goal areas in the current BP. The programmes 
to be assessed are: 

• The international influencing and innovation programme, including (strategic) 
communications and the regional and country activities in those countries that are not part 
of the (focus) country programmes. 

• The (focus) country programmes: Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Ghana (Mozambique), Uganda, 
India and Honduras. 

In the assessment the reviewers will address the effectiveness of the IRC’s performance in achieving 
its goals, the efficiency in implementation of its programmes and activities, the relevance of the 
progress made and results obtained. Attention will be given to review IRC’s monitoring and Learning 
framework and its effectiveness in monitoring progress, lesson learning and corrective action when 
needed. 

IRC’s financing base and long-term sustainability 

The second focus of the review will be on assessing and making recommendations for consolidating 
IRC’s organizational robustness particularly its financial health to operate as a self-sustained and self-
reliant mission- driven organization while maintaining IRC’s internationally acknowledged 
independent think- and do- tank profile in the sector. 

The EPE will assess IRC’s past and present financial situation and its potential to generate the 
resources needed to achieve its goals. It will also assess the relevance and success in terms of fitness 
for the future of the restructuring process of the organization since 2014. 

These assessments will be done against the context of a changing international (and Dutch) aid 
landscape and envisioned reduced availability of core programmatic funding. Opportunities and 
conclusions regarding IRC’s potential financial robustness will be identified and assessed against with 
particular attention to: 

• IRC’s market position and competiveness 

• IRC’s ability to generate (new) income 

• IRC’s flexibility to adapt to reduced programmatic funding and varying project fund flows 

• Robustness of the individual IRC business units. 

Scenarios will be developed for IRC that will take into account at least: core elements of IRC’s 
mission; varying funding flows (project, programmatic and consultancy); varying DGIS funding 
options. Recommendations will be made as to how IRC can prepare itself (even further) for these 
scenarios.  

1.3. Methodology to gather evidence4 

The review gathered evidence through country visits, meetings with IRC governance, management 
and technical advisory structures, consultations with international partner and global initiatives, 
representatives of donor agencies and other key informants. 

A desk study included: 

• Review of IRC documents and reports (including the BP, operational plan, programme 
logistics, progress reports) 

• Review of information contained in IRC databases and monitoring dashboard 

 
4 A detailed inception report was produced and discussed with DGIS and IRC in October 2016. 
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• Review of IRC website and other IRC publications displaying IRC’s work during the present BP 

• Review of other relevant sector documents 

 

Visits to focus countries  

IRC is implementing 54 projects each with a budget over euro 100,000 during the period 2012-2016 
(for details see annex 2). IRC works in 29 countries including 6 focus countries. These focus countries 
are key within IRC’s business and impact model. The EPE selected two focus countries for the field 
visits. These countries provide a mix of matured and evolving country programmes. Emphasis for the 
matured programme is on the evaluation of the track record and impact in the sector and how well 
the programme is positioned to be self-sustaining. The emphasis for the evolving country programme 
is on the potential to impact the sector and prospects for becoming self-sustaining. The limited time 
and resources available for the field visits should be kept in mind as a major constraint for a 
comprehensive and balanced judgement.  

Based upon IRC’s ambitions and planned financing for the indicative period 2016-2020, the six 
country units can be sub-divided into three groups: 

• Mature country offices (Ghana and Burkina Faso) with well-established programmes and 
views and on the road towards financial sustainability. 

• Upcoming country offices (Ethiopia and Uganda) with emerging programmes and views and 
substantial financial resources made available during the period. 

• Focus countries without IRC registered offices (India and Honduras) with fewer projects and 
less substantial financial resources for the period. 

Following a review of the country strategies, questions to be answered during the field visits in 
selected countries are directly related to the IRC result framework: 

1) Progress made in achieving goals at country level 

2) IRC’s role and place in the WSS sector 

3) IRC’s value added 

4) IRC’s relative importance vis-à-vis other parties 

5) Robustness of IRC’s business model at country level and relations to other business units. 

6) IRC’s ability to generate (new) income and flexibility to adapt to reduced programme funding 
and varying project fund flows. 

The EPE paid a field visit to Ghana and Uganda. The choice for Ghana is based upon the assumption 
that interesting lessons can be learned from the “mature” Ghana country programme. Moreover 
ideas about the future sustainability are probably best elaborated for the Ghana country programme. 
Uganda has an interesting and fairly elaborated “Agenda for Change” programme.  

Moreover, the EPE focused on gathering information from all six focus countries through 
questionnaires and in-depth interviews with programme staff except for India and Honduras (see 
annex 3). Achievements per goal for each of the four goals per focus country have been assessed 
based upon documents, self-assessments of the IRC staff as well as discussions with other 
stakeholders. 

Discussions with international, national partners and global initiatives 

IRC collaborates with a large number of partner organisations. A large number of interviews were 
held with partner organisations, other stakeholders as well as with donors, funders and funding 
partners. Interviews were also held with evaluation peers who have conducted recent evaluation of 
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IRC programmes. Some discussions with non-WASH informants brought a broader perspective on 
policy issues. The discussions were based upon a standardized list of questions for stakeholders (see 
annex 4). 

Limitations 

• The 2016 IRC EPE is more complex and comprehensive as compared to earlier reviews: (i) 
ToR questions are more comprehensive and explicit; (ii) IRC has become a larger and more 
complex organization; (iii) The new IRC intervention areas have major consequences e.g. for 
institutional arrangements, governance, management and funding; (iv) More focus on in-
country activities and country offices; (v) IRC became a more important international player; 
and (vi) IRC budget increased substantially. In view of the complexity and comprehensiveness 
of the EPE, the team had to make choices as budget and time for the EPE exercise remained 
limited. 

• The IRC EPE did make maximum use of recent and ongoing reviews as well as of data 
gathered in the monitoring process although as indicated earlier the whole result based 
framework is still “work in progress”.  

• The EPE team focused on the broad lines regarding IRC’s financial situation, sustainability and 
independence in the context of IRC’s role and place in the market place (WASH arena). No 
detailed financial analysis will be made. 

• The limited time and resources available for the field visits should be kept in mind as a major 
constraint for a comprehensive and balanced judgement.  

• As noted in the Mid-Term Review, the Business Plan is not explicit in terms of criteria and 
targets against which to measure progress.  Thus the EPE team have had to make a 
judgement based on the evidence available as to whether IRC has met its objectives.  The 
EPE assessment of the achievement of the four main goals is to a large extent a qualitative 
assessment making maximum use of individual project reviews conducted, assessments 
made by parties interviewed, data from IRC’s monitoring reports and the EPE team’s own 
assessment based upon discussions held and countries visited. 
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2.  PERFORMANCE AT INTERNATIONAL LEVEL 
The IRC result chain and monitoring framework is still a work in progress whereby goals and 
outcomes have not as yet been systematically elaborated into activities and outputs with indicators 
of success. This does not facilitate an assessment of actual progress made against formulated 
goals (as it is not easy to assess whether progress is satisfactory and/or to what extent and in 
which manner outputs from the monitoring system contribute to the achievement of the IRC goals). 

The EPE assessment of the achievement of the four main goals is to a large extent a qualitative 
assessment making maximum use of individual project reviews conducted, assessments made by 
parties interviewed, data from IRC’s monitoring reports and the EPE team’s own assessment based 
upon discussions held and countries visited. 

For details on the IRC results chain and monitoring framework, see paragraph 2.7. 
 

2.1. Vision, mission, central goal and approach 

Vision 

IRC subscribes to a broadly shared sector vision of a world in which all people are able to enjoy their 
fundamental human right of access to appropriate and sustainable water and sanitation services that 
they use and can afford, and where these services are in turn based on sustainable use of water and 
environmental resources. 

Mission 

IRC’s mission 2012-2016 is to act as a knowledge broker, innovator and enabler of change within the 
sector, internationally and in selected focus countries and regions so that services are extended to 
the poor and are better attuned to their needs while being more sustainable and equitable, better 
managed and governed. Business as usual approaches in WASH have to change. That change has to 
be systemic and systematic and it must start with a shared vision of services that meet people’s 
needs. IRC is catalysing that change as expressed in the four goals of its current business plan. 

Goal 

IRC’s central goal in the 2012-216 BP is “to bring about a shift in perception in the sector as a whole”, 
a shift that IRC summarizes as an adoption of a service delivery approach.  

Approach 

The “IRC way” as expressed in the note “IRC Case for Support” describes that IRC works with 
practitioners in its focus countries via action research to identify specific local challenges and develop 
robust models for sustainable and equitable service delivery by using the lessons learned from these 
activities. IRC documents and shares what works and what does not work, with a wide audience to 
advocate at national and international levels for improved policy and practice and to ensure that 
sustainable solutions are created on the ground. 

IRC intends to achieve its goals through a mixture of direct interventions in its focus countries and 
regions through innovation and action research (country and regional programmes) coupled with 
international level advocacy and policy influencing (International programme)(BP, p 5). 

IRC does not provide WASH services directly, but instead works at a strategic level to coordinate key 
stakeholders and make activities more effective in delivering services to all citizens. Towards this 
end, IRC’s work is divided into three overlapping and mutually reinforcing business areas (as taken 
directly from the Business Plan): 1) Knowledge management and innovation, 2) Innovation and action 
research, and 3) Market-based, demand responsive assignments. 
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increased access to (public) finance, improved capacity and awareness interventions alone were not 
sufficient to drive an improvement in service delivery. In 2015 based upon learning IRC started to 
advocate strongly for increased government leadership and for more public finance for WASH (IRC 
Monitoring report 2015). 

The goals of the Agenda for Change have been formulated as follows: 

• To promote harmonized district level work to ensure everyone in the district has adequate 
WASH services; 

• To ensure that national level systems are in place to enable all districts to reach everyone 
and that systems are in place forever.  

• Accelerate pace of change towards SDG 6 and mitigate impacts of climate change through 
development of sustainable water supply approaches 

One of the major expected goals is a roadmap for each country that will build on current systems to 
achieve sustainable service delivery and the development of a set of core indicators to assess system 
strengthening including, capacity building, budget allocation and investment planning,  

The Agenda for Change differs from earlier agendas as 1) it enhances government leadership of 
sector planning processes; 2) strengthens and use country systems; 3) uses one information and 
mutually agreed platform and; 4) builds sustainable water and sanitation sector financing strategies. 

Roughly 50% of the €1 million top-up from DGIS in 2016 has been essential in the elaboration testing 
and rolling out of the Agenda for Change to the country and district level. The Osprey Foundation has 
also contributed €150k and Water for People provided $31k for Agenda for Change specifically in 
Uganda.  IRC has led this process in Honduras and Uganda, whereas Water For People leads this in 
Rwanda. 

A change hub 

Driving change in national systems over time requires a change hub to support and sustain the 
change process over time. A change hub is an organization (or a group of organisations) who have a 
strong vision on the change needed and the endpoint to be achieved. A change hub also has the 
credibility to convene other actors, to bring the evidence to the table and to suggest necessary 
changes. To serve as a change hub an organization must be both respected and seen as essentially 
neutral, without vested interests in changes to policy and practice. IRC has been widely accepted as a 
change hub in the countries and districts visited. This role is unique and very valuable. 

Poverty and equity  

The strong focus of the Agenda for Change on universal access at sub-country level (e.g. a district) 
implies a focus on extending water and sanitation services to the hard to reach populations, the most 
dispersed rural communities and the base of the pyramid. The most marginalized and dispersed 
communities will always need some level of subsidy. In IRC’s focus on public finance and affordability 
theses issue are incorporated.  

IRC aims at various levels together with other stakeholders to review progress towards the 
realization of the human right to water and sanitation. Gender integration goes hand in hand with 
the promotion and protection of human rights to water and sanitation and support to capacity 
building and lobbying to eliminate discrimination of any kind. 

2.5 Five areas of expertise 

To achieve its goals, IRC relies on five primary areas of expertise: 1) policy influencing; 2) knowledge 
brokerage; 3) thematic innovation; 4) capacity building and training and; 5) monitoring and learning 
(IRC Business Plan 2012-2016). 
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Lead €1,449 International Multiple 
themes 

1-11-2008 
30-11-2014 

13. SWITCH IHE EU Partner €1,210 International IWRM & 
MUS 

1-1-2008 
31-12-2012 

Source: IRC files 

2.9. Overall assessment of achievement of goals 

IRC delivered well on the goals/outputs of the business plan with particular and special reference to 
the first overarching goal – the adoption by the sector of the SDA. Moreover, substantial progress 
has been made in achieving the second goal regarding the sector that learns and adapts with special 
reference to the country level.  Substantial progress has been made in achieving the third goal with 
special reference to the strengthening of government organisations. The progress made in achieving 
the fourth goal remained limited but shows more promise towards the end of the Business Plan 
period. 

The Agenda for Change is a movement, one that puts governments at its centre, and that brings 
other supporting partners together, from both the local private sector and communities, in order to 
develop services that work for them. However, there is still a lack of clarity on: 1) what IRC is really 
offering around the Agenda for Change and how it practically differs from SWA (“Old wine in new 
bottles”?) and 2) how to join, what joining actually means and what the expected role of the partners 
is. 

The appreciation in the countries visited is very high as compared to the appreciation at the 
international level with special reference to policy influence and advocacy as well as monitoring and 
learning. This high appreciation at country level was shared by all types of stakeholders. The general 
appreciation for capacity building and training is relatively low as compared to other areas of 
expertise.   

IRC has been very successful in attracting a total of 54 projects focused around IRC main themes and 
each with a budget over euro 100,000.   
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IRC collaborates with governments and partners to develop practical instruments and approaches to 
be implemented at scale. One of IRC’s strengths is its collaboration with (and credibility in the eyes 
of) government agencies. For sanitation, IRC has been advocating for sanitation and hygiene 
indicators in national monitoring systems.  However, the institutional framework regarding sanitation 
is often problematic as the Ministry of Water often does not have a sanitation wing, Uganda being a 
notable exception. The Ministry of Health usually is responsible for sanitation, often to be 
implemented through an Environmental Health Unit within this Ministry. Again with Uganda as an 
exception, the priority and thus resourcing for sanitation within this ministry tends to be low. 

IRC was recently brought in by WSSCC to advise on their Theory of Change and results framework 
with regard to sanitation.  As the WSSCC National Coordinator, IRC is a member of the the Global 
Sanitation Fund (GSF) Programme Coordination Mechanism in Uganda for WSSCC and its role in 
stimulating the functioning of the National Sanitation Working Group sub-committee on sanitation 
monitoring in Uganda are important activities, amongst others, to strengthen the sanitation sub-
sector at country level. IRC’s work in Ghana regarding the Sanitation Challenge Fund was relatively 
weak, nut improved after remedial actions taken. Sanitation gets recently more attention in Ethiopia. 
In Honduras, IRC assessed the unit costs both of water supply and sanitation interventions.  

As noted above, although active in this space, interviews suggested that IRC is not necessarily seen as 
the go-to organisation on sanitation at this time.   

3.3.  Business model at country and district level 

IRC country offices, and the country programmes for which they are responsible, are the main 
mechanisms by which IRC achieves its mission. All fully established IRC country offices are led by a 
Country Director, who is a member of IRC’s management team. 

The guiding principle – pragmatically applied depending on strength and maturity of programmes – is 
of internal autonomy of country programmes, with support drawn from the different departments of 
the Netherlands Office. 

The Country Director is accountable for positioning IRC and IRC’s approach in country and for 
delivering an agreed Country Programme contributing to IRC’s overall goals. The Country Director is 
equally accountable for ensuring the financial health of the Country Office, including the 
development of new business and management of existing relations. The Country Director provides 
leadership and management to the staff of the Country Team, as being a member of IRC’s 
Management Team.  For countries not yet fully registered, support is provided from the Netherlands 
to manage activities.  The same team in the Netherlands also helps to identify potential new 
geographic areas to in which to work, in line with IRC’s strategy. 

Country level 

The six IRC focus countries can be grouped as follows: 

a. Strong, well established country offices with fully fledged programmes and potential for 
financial sustainability in the short to medium term (Ghana and Burkina Faso). 

b. Upcoming country offices with emerging programmes and potential for financial 
sustainability in the medium term (Uganda and Ethiopia) 

c. Focus countries without a registered office with a clear programme but limited number of 
contributing projects, a limited number of local staff and unclear potential for financial 
sustainability (India and Honduras). The country coordinators for these programmes are 
based in the Netherlands HQ. 

During the BP period substantial progress has been made in the establishment and strengthening of 
the country offices in Ghana, Burkina Faso, Uganda and Ethiopia. The development of the country 
offices in Uganda and Ethiopia has been accelerated during the last three years thanks to 
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o Revitalising the sector working group on financing the WASH sector to convince 
Ministry of Finance of the need to fund the sector with a pro-active role of IRC 
country office 

o Influencing the sector group in parliament (not just members interested in WASH). 
• In some places, pick up relevant parts of WSP work (with regard to research, tools, 

government support) as WSP is being incorporated more concretely into the World Bank 
with a focus more on supporting Bank lending and IRC at country level is one of the few 
stakeholders with knowledge in WSP fields of activity. 

• Country-to-Country exchanges 

In a number of cases the country level considers the global level as less relevant or the links need to 
be more clearly established. Achieving the SDGs will require action on the ground (country and sub-
country level). A substantial part of core programmatic funding needs to go to the country offices. 
The global level remains important for sharing information and to some degree putting pressure on 
countries to deliver and show that they are making progress at country level.  IRC is very much 
present at this level and making an appreciated contribution.  That said, with limited resources, IRC 
needs to prioritize where it will have greatest impact.  As a more crowded space to influence and 
with uncertain links to national and ultimately district plans, allocations and investments, activities at 
the global level may be less compelling and less likely to have direct and effective impact in the short 
and medium term. 

3.6.  The way ahead  

Quality or quantity; breadth versus depth 

• The establishment of IRC country offices is getting off the ground. Two country offices are 
“mature”, while two others are in a process of fast development. The ambition and 
contribution of the country programmes in India and Honduras could be further elaborated 
in terms of IRC’s overarching strategy. 

• IRC should be very cautious with the development of additional country offices as the six 
country offices still require support in the medium term. There is a main danger that the 
development of new offices will be at the expense of existing offices.     

• Quality (focus on strengthening existing countries) should prevail above the quantity (more 
countries).  

• The district focus should not intervene with the need of scaling up from district to the 
national level. Scaling up is one of the most urgent issues to address in achieving the SDG 6. 

• A total of approx. euro 500,000 is required for period of 3 to 5 years from flexible 
programmatic funding to further develop the existing country offices. 

• The success factors underlying the focus country development process (lessons learnt) can 
be used to develop a medium to long-term strategy for the establishment of additional 
country offices.  

• The development of the existing country offices cannot be standardised as the national 
context is crucial for the further development of the country offices. 
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4.  IRC’S POSITIONING IN THE MARKET, FINANCIAL BASE AND LONG TERM SUSTAINABILITY 

4.1. IRC in context  

4.1.1  Key emerging global themes9  

With the SDG goal to serve everyone, the WASH sector is forced to think differently.  Growing natural 
resource constraints mean a closer link to water resources management.  The policy framework also 
means positioning WASH within the climate change/climate resilience and disaster risk reduction 
discourse.  Increased (attention to) vulnerability means appealing to and making connections with 
other sectors, like health, housing, land use, economic growth and other aspects. In no small part due 
to IRC’s own contribution, an emphasis on service delivery rather than putting in infrastructure is 
becoming the norm in the sector, joining up national and local processes necessary to maintain and 
gradually improve services over time.  This means moving away from particular engineering 
approaches or point of service delivery.   

In terms of the sector’s response to date, much emphasis has been placed on business models that 
tap into the incentives of the private sector, ICT as a way of harnessing data to capture information 
for monitoring and accountability, and the importance of domestic resource mobilisation.  Financing 
the sector is a clear headline but underneath this lies a raft of capacity requirements.  IRC needs to 
continue working to align and coordinate to ensure that commitments turn into plans, plans turn into 
budget allocations, and budget allocations actually convert to tangible impact on the ground.  

Thus, organisations working in WASH will need to change the way they work to remain relevant.  This 
requires joined up thinking but also clearer and more strategic targeting of work.  There is an 
increased understanding that approaches and responses need to be framed in a national and local 
context with strengthened government agencies taking a clear lead.  Whilst learning across 
comparable countries can be very useful, there is a question mark around how far global dialogue 
can go in really impacting on SDG6 delivery on the ground.  Similarly, in the age of social media, 
traditional organisations must avoid being bypassed by a new generation keen to crowd source, 
create social enterprises, and create advocacy platforms in a more media savvy way.  For IRC as a 
resource hub, this means finding new ways to generate demand for its services and to create the 21st 
century equivalent of the resource library in the Hague/Delft that many of the older generation in the 
WASH sector remember using with great fondness. 

4.1.2.  Shifts in landscape of development assistance 

A number of shifts in development assistance are impacting on organisations in the sector. Key 
elements of the DGIS WASH policy (2016-2030), for example, revolve around driving change in the 
sector through better governance, mobilizing domestic resources in target countries (financial and 
human), addressing equity, stimulating innovation and supporting learning at all levels. (Pg 9) 

In terms of funding modalities, a clear shift is a growing emphasis on Payment by Results or Results 
Based Funding.  This is a correct approach when there is a high degree of confidence in the solution 
proposed and plays well to Parliaments in terms of emphasising delivery numbers.  It tends, 
however, to stifle experimentation and innovation.  Organisations like IRC have a clear role to play in 
educating funders not only about what works and doesn’t work more generally in the sector about 
how funding modalities impact on much needed sector strengthening, continued experimentation, 
and risk-taking.  

Whilst the negotiation around the SDGs brought the whole water sector together to help determine 
a comprehensive SDG6, there is some sense that organisations and funders have retreated back into 
their siloes of WASH and WRM.  Similarly, interviewees suggested that even in the WASH subsector 

 
9 Whilst not comprehensive, this and the following section provide overarching analysis that aims to offer 
insights that are of particular relevance to IRC. 
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there is very little constructive building of learning across organisations all keen to position 
themselves for profile and ultimately funding.  Again this flies in the face of the learning needed to 
construct more systemic approaches to ensure the delivery of the targets under SDG6.  Thus the role 
of a learning organisation like IRC that is able to dedicate space and resources to fostering sharing 
and learning in the sector becomes that much more important. 

Evolution of country status from lower income to lower-middle income (like for example in Ghana, 
Kenya and Honduras) is having a significant impact as countries have not been able to develop the 
capacity to respond to gaps in development assistance. 

Finally, whilst the WASH sector could usefully be mapped in terms of which organisations bring what 
capacity and strength, the evaluation team notes in particular the organizational restructuring in the 
World Bank.  The integration of the Water and Sanitation Program into the World Bank may provide 
an opportunity for organisations to try to influence Bank policy and practice, albeit from the more 
challenging position of being outside the Bank.  (Influencing the World Bank then has a knock-on 
effect in terms of how other regional banks like the InterAmerican, African and Asian Development 
Banks tend to follow the World Bank’s lead.) 

4.1.3.  IRC’s positioning in the marketplace and value added in the sector 

IRC’s overarching strategic framework and broad theory of change for 2017-2030 (with 2030 as the 
target date for the SDGs) sensibly starts with a clear focus at the country level to ensure that systems 
are in place to facilitate district capacity to ensure access to services.  Alongside other organisations, 
IRC is keen to ensure 100% coverage in at least one district to demonstrate to other districts how it 
can be done.   

IRC positions itself as a hub or backbone to broad change processes.  Much valued in the sector, IRC is 
able to convene, catalyse, innovate, inform and advocate for a broader movement toward shared 
sector goals.  Stakeholder interviews revealed no other organisation that works as systematically and 
over a consistently long period with government at the centre.  Whilst vision and mission driven, IRC 
recognises that it needs to be flexible and responsive to the needs of partners as well as the market.  
Towards this end, it employs a flexible and nimble approach (“strategic opportunism”) to forging its 
contribution in the sector. 

In terms of IRC’s positioning in the sector, through a series of interviews at the Dutch and global 
levels in combination with two country visits, IRC is clearly held in high regard, particularly for its 
contributions to knowledge management and thought leadership to the sector.  The organisation 
“punches well above its weight” given its size and resources.  Familiarity with and adoption of key 
concepts like a service level approach and service level monitoring, life cycle costing, and national 
and local systems strengthening are largely attributed to IRC and a small handful of other institutions 
(Aguaconsult and Water for People in particular).  As a result, the language used in the sector has 
shifted in recent years even if evidence of how these concepts are applied in practice remains 
patchy.  IRC’s history of developing tools and fleshing out concepts has been useful for the sector but 
the organisation now needs to use the programmes in the focus countries to really put these to use.  
IRC now needs to support the adoption and adaptation of tools and methods to support specific 
governments and related organisations in meeting their sustainability commitments.  Having 
shifted the dialogue to the service delivery approach, the focus is now on showing how real change 
and impact can occur at the district level, serving as a demonstration effect for other districts and at 
the national level.  IRC is well aware that the credibility of the Agenda for Change movement hinges 
on such achievements. 

Stakeholders in the WASH sector recognise that IRC has been through a challenging time and has 
successfully restructured / downsized, placing more emphasis on programmes of work at the country 
level.  The staffing at the country level is recognised as growing in strength and influence.  Unlike 
most organisations in the sector, IRC works particularly through and with government in a “low dose, 
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high frequency”, supportive yet challenging way to enhance government leadership.  The size of the 
organisation allows IRC to be “more nimble than other more entrenched institutions”, particularly 
given that it does not need to report back to donors in the same way (citing specific numbers 
reached, for example). 

With less capacity and resources at its disposal, IRC continues to recognise that it needs to work 
strategically through partnerships with other institutions in the sector to achieve its goals.  The 
Agenda for Change provides a good albeit nascent example of IRC’s efforts to link institutions 
through a clear programme of work that emphasises a comprehensive approach to district level 
services.  The Agenda for Change aligns with the overarching SWA Collaborative Behaviours but with 
a tailored roadmap determined to reach universal access at the district level.  Universally positive 
about the Agenda for Change, interviewees noted in different ways that IRC should continue to 
invest efforts in articulating the messages of the Agenda for Change, projecting out to what the 
initiative would ideally look like in 5-10 years, clarifying what IRC is concretely offering, and finding 
ways to encourage other institutions to join.10  There is hope that the Agenda for Change will indeed 
start to show some tangible results, combining with GLAAS, TrackFin and other initiatives to shift 
approaches of large implementers in the process. 

The Dutch WASH Alliance International is another example with IRC playing a strategic role in 
influencing the direction of travel of a major partnership and its key focus areas.  IRC is also 
constructively engaged in the Sanitation and Water for All alliance, the Rural Water Supply Network, 
the Sustainable Sanitation Alliance (SuSanA), the Millennium Water Alliance, and the newly awarded 
Watershed partnership, for which IRC is the lead partner. 

At the country level, as noted above, IRC has a solid reputation for working in partnership with 
government.  As a trusted partner, IRC helps government to convey messages to other stakeholders 
as well as feeding stakeholder messages into government.  IRC helps analyse and mitigate risk for 
government partners in terms of programming and policymaking. 

IRC’s contribution to global knowledge and documentation is universally appreciated.  IRC hosts one 
of if not the most comprehensive websites in the sector with a mix of news, in-depth research and 
practical tools hosting over 22,000 resources.  IRC maintains an active news service and social media 
presence with an impressive reach of over 35,000 in 2015 and over 10,000 twitter followers.  In 2015 
alone, IRC published 120 blogs in 4 languages, published 131 resources (briefing notes, working 
papers and research report), and organised numerous events with over 3,000 participants total. 

In recognising and advocating for a systems change approach as noted in the sections above, IRC 
needs to “move beyond its comfort zone,” continuing to reach out to organisations outside the 
sector that can influence WASH service delivery.  Efforts, for example, to link CWSA with the 
Ministry of Local Government in Ghana present a solid effort towards this end.   

One issue raised a number of times from interviewees at the global level revolved around IRC’s 
instrumental work specifically regarding DGIS’ WASH policy, approach and portfolio.  IRC is known to 
be a trusted advisor to the Ministry and that the Ministry has limited capacity to engage at multiple 
levels.  

Even with its “more hands-on and less consultant based approach” as compared to WSP, 
interviewees were less convinced that IRC can influence key players in the sector (like the World 
Bank), but tends to stick to conversing “with more like-minded organisations”.  (Truth be told, it is 
unclear who in the sector can actively influence the World Bank in a sustained way.)   To have any 
sway over groups like the World Bank requires “heavy hitters” who can speak with confidence, in the 

 
10 Several representatives from different organisations suggested that the “ask” of the Agenda for Change in 
terms of “membership” as well as how to join was not obvious.  There is a clear publication dated August 2016 
however that provides this information. 



IRC End of Business Plan Evaluation –  43

Bank’s language, and without being reliant on Bank funding.  In-house interviewees noted that IRC 
has limited capacity held by specific individuals on particular topics.  Should any particular content 
individuals leave the organisation, this would leave a significant gap to be filled.  IRC needn’t have all 
the skills in house but needs to partner with the right players or ensure it can draw on Senior 
Associates with the gravitas and seniority to bring people on board to have this level of influence.  
Not seen as a go-to organisation in these areas, IRC should be building up its expertise on urban, 
sanitation, and the role of the private sector. 

In terms of depth, IRC “has all the pieces in place from Kampala to the Hague” but IRC needs to more 
effectively capture and package the experiences at the country level to provide the evidence on 
what works.  Interviewees suggested that IRC would quickly reach the limits of its influence if it could 
not effectively bring this evidence to the sector.  The general consensus was that IRC should have 
sufficient depth to meaningfully seed ideas that would then be taken further by academics and 
research groups, and other NGOs with more resources and scope to test and refine the thinking 
across more geographic areas (ideally with IRC support).  Efforts should then be placed on jointly 
seeking to shape donor programming.   

IRC is largely recognised for and positioned around the components of WASH delivery – joining up 
the dots between sector planning, sector monitoring and accountability (particularly with regard to 
sustainability), and financing the sector.  IRC’s key skills in generating and brokering knowledge, 
informing policy and practice through direct support to and work with policymakers and 
practitioners, and “thinking ahead of the curve” to spot trends likely to shape the sector are much 
appreciated.  One interviewee suggested that IRC is in a unique and trusted position, operating across 
a wide range of stakeholders at the country level, to “listen intently and then come with clear ideas 
on how best to respond”.   

4.2. IRC’s new business model and organisational effectiveness 

By all accounts, IRC has successfully and effectively navigated its way through a difficult period – 
downsizing, restructuring and decentralising.  Working through a Management Team that also 
includes the Country Directors is increasingly facilitating greater ownership throughout the 
organisation creating more of a mutual flow of accountability, organisational learning and financial 
control.  To ensure effectiveness, IRC has instituted an internal business model through the creation 
of independently operating business units, including the country offices.  This is appropriately shifting 
the centre of gravity and power away from a historically primarily Hague-based to a far more 
international organisation.  An internal market in skills and services each with its own “profit and 
loss” accounts encourages greater clarity on spend as well as the income needed to run the 
organisation.  This aspect of the organisation has advanced dramatically since the Mid-Term Review 
two years ago. 

Much effort has gone into building up stronger teams at the country level.  That said, the country 
programmes could be woven together into a global network more effectively to promote a wider 
IRC influencing strategy.  In other words, it is not clear whether IRC is effectively aggregating 
learning across the country programmes.  It is also not always clear whether global advocacy work is 
based on evidence from experience at the country level. 

There is a sense that this more joined up approach will come in time as country programmes get the 
chance to look up and out more at what other parts of the organisation are doing and how they can 
take advantage of skills and knowledge that the country staff bring.  This would mean feeding off of 
and supporting each other more and jointly co-ordinating programmes of mutual interest (with less 
emphasis on this coordination needing to happen from the Hague).  Seeking to maximise the 
effectiveness and contribution of the different business units, this could also mean keeping the 
Hague office on its toes to stay relevant and remain competitive in terms of its offer of services to 
the country offices.  For the moment though, there is much work going on to consolidate the 
effectiveness at the country level, particularly in terms of building up administrative and financial 
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management capacity alongside the content capacity.  (This is covered in some detail in chapter 3 
above.) 

Over the past few years, IRC has been in the process of establishing a trading arm for the 
organisation under the name of IRC Consult.  The aim of this business unit is to take advantage of 
opportunities for short-term assignments where IRC could influence and build a relationship with 
different clients, build staff skills, and offer opportunities to expand IRC’s area of expertise.  
However, IRC Consult has created some confusion for external stakeholders particularly in terms of 
the earlier relationship with Aguaconsult.  Whilst seeking to remain mission driven, the findings of or 
results from consultancy assignments may not always align with the organisation’s aims and IRC may 
not have intellectual property rights over the work.  Thus IRC will want to be careful about which 
assignments it seeks through the IRC Consult business unit, seeking out those in particular in which it 
can weave in wider core IRC activities like advocacy, learning and documenting.  Selling sector 
monitoring skills is a further possibility that could offer a potential income generation channel for the 
organisation.  Unless it creates a separate entity, IRC will also want to consider the maximum 
percentage of consultancy income would be appropriate for the organisation lest it begin to 
jeopardise its not-for-profit profile.  

In recent years, IRC has drawn more from a 15-member Senior Associates programme.  (Some 
former staff let go during the downsizing have converted to this status for the organisation.)  This is a 
potentially important asset for the organisation and IRC will want to continue to identify expertise at 
the right level and on the right themes to accompany IRC staff on different assignments and in 
support of different programmes.  This will allow IRC to overcome any perception of or actual loss of 
thematic depth (on finance, sanitation, etc.) as a result of the downsizing in 2014.  From a financial 
perspective, there is also a potential albeit not substantial margin to be made from contracting out 
Senior Associates. 

The evaluation team notes a shift in involvement from a less engaged advisory function to a 
somewhat more involved supervisory role for the IRC Supervisory Board.  This is welcomed 
particularly given the need for clear strategic guidance and oversight particularly around financial 
matters in recent years in the organisation.   

As noted above, in terms of financial management, as compared to the period around the Mid-Term 
Review, IRC now presents significantly more coherence around financial matters. Much work has 
been done to clarify costs and their correlation to a viable tariff as validated to be “according to the 
rules” of good practice by a tariff audit.  Several interviewees question whether IRC’s rates should be 
more competitive – being based on costs rather than what the market will bear (usually somewhat 
lower than IRC’s current tariffs), the relative value for money in terms of quality of contribution of 
specific staff members or levels of expertise.  That said, few not-for-profits in the water sector are 
actually operating in an informed “quasi-commercialised” way with a clear understanding of the 
number of “billable” days required for each staff member.  To make the budget work though, these 
numbers are substantial – so for example, the CEO is asked to recover 162 billable days and Country 
Directors over 170.  In a working year, this leaves little time to think, manage, represent the 
organisation, support bids for work and fulfil other senior leadership functions. 

Whilst the recent downsizing has not resulted in a reduction in tariffs, this is at least in part due to 
tariffs not having been formed in as comprehensive manner previously.  Efforts are now underway to 
ensure that non-content functions (financial management, reporting, etc) are also incorporated more 
clearly in proposals with clear billable targets for all positions across the institution.  Related to core 
or overhead costs, IRC has sensibly now incorporated 5% into the tariff structure as a contribution to 
reserves (framed as continuity costs to allow for “multi-annual expenses”).  This will be booked as 
expenses in a budget line under Continuity Costs. 
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4.4. IRC’s learning and influencing work, funding modalities and potential scenarios  

4.4.1. IRC’s learning and influencing work 

To maximise its impact and influence, IRC seeks to 
provide a full cycle of interventions as a “think-
and-do” tank (see graphic taken from IRC 
presentation at University of North Carolina Water 
and Health Conference 201613).  Simply stated, this 
constitutes:  

• conducting analysis on specific themes (like 
financing the sector);  

• documenting the issues and developing 
analytical tools and frameworks that could 
support policymakers and practitioners to 
enhance their understanding of the issues;  

• working with national and local level policymakers and practitioners to use and refine the 
analytical tools / approach in such a way as to help inform service delivery; 

• supporting the wider adoption, embedding and uptake of the tools / approach at the 
national and local levels; and 

• sharing the analysis and experience on a country-to-country basis, and at the regional and/or 
global levels to inform wider stakeholders but also to bring further refinements back to 
inform IRC’s work in country at each of the stages noted above. 

Working closely with government and other stakeholders, each stage involves “thinking” and “doing” 
that is ultimately aimed at tangible impact and influence on the ground that results in increased 
access to WASH services for underserved households.  IRC’s work, for example, on financing the 
sector and sustainable services at scale represent large funded programmes that worked through the 
full cycle.  As noted in Chapter 3, IRC’s increased decentralisation and solid positioning in countries 
like Ghana, Burkina Faso and Uganda and growing presence in Ethiopia and Honduras makes the 
organisation uniquely well placed to deliver in this way.  Again stakeholder interviews revealed no 
other organisation that works this systematically and over a consistently long period with 
government at the centre. 

The challenge for IRC is that most funding sources either do not yet recognise the value of the full 
cycle, are interested primarily in funding infrastructure without seeing the wider systems 
strengthening requirements to ensure sustainability, allow too little time to successfully move beyond 
pilot projects, and generally do not consider funding the feedback loops beyond one-off presentations 
in Stockholm World Water Week or other events. 

The Evaluation Team is convinced that IRC’s added value is precisely in its ability to navigate through 
the entire learning and influence cycle.  Consulting firms can do research and tool development.  
NGOs can work at the local level to put in infrastructure and then advocate at the national level for 
modifications to the system.  IRC, on the other hand, puts forward a theory of change that requires 
this systematic and facilitated approach that is government-led.  To provide this thought leadership, 
the team recognises that IRC requires core programmatic / unrestricted funding that will be blended 
with contract funding with assignments aimed at the delivery of particular knowledge products and 
programmatic funding that goes partway around the cycle but stops short of funding wide scale 
adoption.  Indeed in recent years, IRC has been very effective at diversifying its funding sources to 
reduce its reliance on the Ministry, but also educating its funders (the Hilton Foundation in 

 
13 It should be noted that the graphic does not explicitly reflect IRC’s work at the international level to both 
feed into global discourse but also to provide feedback loops to IRC’s work at the country level.   
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particular) to the value of giving IRC scope and space to operate across the full cycle.  As one 
interviewee noted, “if we want IRC to play this role, we can’t underestimate the value of giving the 
organisation time to think.”  Another interviewee noted a bit more colourfully that “IRC is a bit like 
Faecal Sludge Management: you can make a bit of money out of part of the chain, but to get the 
whole system to work from beginning to end, some public [core] funds are definitely needed.” 

4.4.2.  IRC’s funding modalities 

In essence, IRC has three forms of funding: project funding and consultancies, programmatic funding 
and core programmatic (unrestricted) funding.  Each is used to help deliver on IRC’s aims.  (This 
section describes these funding modalities.  In the following section 4.4.3, these are discussed in 
terms of scenarios for IRC moving forward.) 

Project Funding and Consultancies (Referred to in Business Plan as Advisory Financing) 

Project funding and consultancies funding is where IRC’s receives money for very specific activities 
that are generally determined by the funder with some negotiation by IRC.  This could be for a 
programme review, specific piece of research, communications activity, etc.  Some examples include 
the UNICEF Sanitation Research in Ghana with Oxford Policy Management as the lead with 
approximately €60k going to IRC over 2 years, and IRC support to WHO GLAAS for TrackFin support at 
approximately €50k over a 6 month period.   

There are benefits to IRC tapping into this kind of funding if it aligns with IRC’s mission (See also 
discussion above in Section 4.2 regarding IRC Consult).  The team has serious reservations however 
about IRC becoming driven largely by project funding and consultancies (noted by IRC as Scenario 3) 
as it would not be maximising impact and influence; according to some interviewees, IRC would 
struggle to compete against more established consulting firms; and would lose much of its brand 
value in terms of its long-standing relationships with governments in particular.  The team thus sees 
project funding and consultancies as a component of a blend of IRC funding that also brings some 
advantages if kept to reasonable levels (so as not to risk potentially distorting IRC’s overarching 
contribution to the sector).   

IRC should continue to bid (through IRC Consult presumably) on discrete, one-off short-term 
assignments that strategically enhance IRC’s credibility, draw on IRC’s expertise, and align with 
IRC’s overall objectives.  Although recognising that intellectual property may be limited in terms of 
using findings for wider dissemination, IRC can use these assignments to influence clients; to stay on 
trend; to build further skills, knowledge and exposure of IRC staff; and potentially to forge initial 
working relationships with other organisations and individuals in the sector.  It may allow for some 
limited “profits” to be channelled back into the organisation to support other activities.  The team 
notes some confusion by external stakeholders around the creation and direction of IRC Consult and 
is less convinced at the moment of the need for a separate trading arm (though exploring this option 
was not a key focus of the evaluation). 

Programmatic Funding (Referred to in Business Plan as Project Financing) 

In terms of programmatic funding, whereby IRC bids on or creates opportunities to focus on key 
aspects of the WASH sector, the team notes that these must also be strategic and align with IRC’s 
wider organisational goals.  Historically such programmes have included WASHCost and Triple-S at 
the global level, SmarterWASH at the country level, for example, where IRC was provided with a 
funding package to explore, document, test, refine the thinking around a specific focus area seen as a 
gap in the sector.  

Whilst such initiatives are likely to be conducted in partnership with other sector players including 
governments, IRC has proven it has the wherewithal to manage such programmes.  With its more 
decentralised structure now, IRC has an ideal launch pad in the country offices to ensure that such 
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programmes of work stem from, bring a contribution from and have direct relevance to the local 
contexts in which the organisation is working.  IRC can now also co-ordinate such programmes of 
work across business units with appropriate number of days to make a solid contribution from the 
country level.  The need to find a further 30-50 percent of the funding to “match” that provided by 
the grant maker adds an extra layer of complexity to these arrangements. 

Where possible and recognising that the time allocations for delivering such programmes of work 
with meaningful impact on the ground tend to be unrealistic, IRC should encourage the funder to 
recognise IRC’s added value of expanding the work across the entire influencing cycle.  (This is also 
part of IRC’s role of educating funders as to what can realistically be achieved particularly when much 
is out of the direct control of IRC, or even relevant Ministries.)  

Core Programmatic Funding (Referred to in Business Plan as Programmatic or Core Funding)  

Sufficient core programmatic funding is unrestricted funding that IRC can use as it needs to advance 
its mission.  Such funding could be used to strengthen the organisation’s capability to respond, to 
create greater efficiencies in IRC internal systems, or to advance specific initiatives – using such 
funding as matching funding for other grants.  Core programmatic funding allows IRC to strategically 
deliver across the whole cycle, integrating its approach from the country to the global levels to have 
maximum impact.  At the end of the day, such funding will allow IRC to optimise the learning, 
facilitation, and engagement that will lead to tangible impact on the ground.  As mentioned in 
Chapter 3, the team notes that IRC needs resources to close the loop to ensure, for example, that 
commitments turn into plans and roadmaps, that plans and roadmaps turn into budget allocations, 
and that budget allocations then convert into tangible impact on the ground through better / 
expanded service delivery.   

From a content perspective, core programmatic funding provides “oil in the machinery” that allows 
IRC to “follow an issue with policymakers and practitioners as it unfolds and evolves over a period of 
years.”  This occurs both at the global level and at the country level, but also between the two.  In 
this way, the organisation can be responsive to shifting circumstances and opportunities as they 
present themselves, but also with the space to develop, test, further refine and disseminate its 
learning.  Such funding can fill the gaps in the cycle to ensure country-to-country / country-to-region 
/ country-to-global content connections.  This exchange is the hardest component to fund from the 
market.  With the country level work where IRC is likely to have greatest impact going forward, core 
programmatic funding can help bring other experiences back to inform and refine country level 
policy and practice.  This recognises that there is a limit to meaningful global, generalizable lessons.   

Again much of IRC’s funding underestimates (or stops short of providing) all the resources needed to 
support embedding and uptake as well as the feedback loops.  IRC has provided a clear and sensible 
list of projected activities at the country and global levels that would be funded out of core 
programmatic funds.  At both the global and country levels, such funding would facilitate advocacy 
and campaigning through at least one major campaign per year, the wherewithal for IRC to 
participate meaningfully in memberships and alliances (like the SWA forums), continued efforts to 
“scan the horizon” to spot trends that will influence the sector in the coming years (a key IRC 
function noted by practically all interviewees), and further knowledge and dissemination work that is 
often mentioned as the core of IRC’s work.  From a practical perspective, core programmatic funding 
can help to leverage much larger sums (as has been the case in numerous examples, most recently in 
Ethiopia with the advent of new funding from USAID on the back of small amounts of core funding.)   

From an organisational behaviour perspective, core programmatic funding (seen by all stakeholders 
as crucial for IRC to maximise its true value add to the sector) ensures that IRC can be mission driven 
rather than being contract driven.  (Again, being seen as a consultant would undermine IRC’s role in 
the sector and programmatic funding often does not allow sufficient flexibility and margins to bring 
to and take from the country level.)  As several interviewees noted, albeit using different language, 
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core programmatic funding allows IRC to work in the interests of the sector rather than in the 
interests solely of perpetuating the institution.  It buys a way of working that allows IRC to be 
independent, sharing, constructive, and bridging at a time when the sector is increasingly becoming 
more and more competitive and organisations are more likely to hold ideas and analysis close to 
their chest until such time as they can find funding for them. 

To confirm, having downsized and restructured effectively in the Hague, IRC is not seen as wasteful 
or extravagant.  The team is confident that IRC would use such funding to maximise its strategic 
approach, regularly reviewing priorities and purpose.  Core programmatic funding may give some 
flexibility to help lower tariff rates to reach target groups that IRC is keen to reach (beyond larger 
organisations that can afford to pay for IRC’s support).  Rather than reinventing wheels, IRC could 
usefully help to translate others’ approaches (if it can continue to generate that kind of goodwill) for 
wider use, but also if it is willing to critically compare its own work with others for the benefit of the 
sector.  It would also allow IRC to continue to position itself to influence larger implementing 
organisations. 

Ideally core programmatic funding (from all sources) would amount to roughly 20-30 percent of IRC’s 
total budget (or €2-3m per year at current annual ambition levels for the organisation going forward 
into the next business plan period).  At present, such funding is expected to come from the WAI 
relationship, the Osprey Foundation, the Watershed funding, and potential core funding from DGIS.  
Indeed some of the Hilton Foundation funding and that from other funding sources can be 
considered as having this flexibility albeit with some match funding requirements. 

The evaluation team agrees with interviewees across the board who suggest without hesitation that 
DGIS should be providing core funding to IRC.  As one interviewer noted, recognising IRC’s key 
contribution to thought leadership in the sector, not funding IRC in this way is like “killing the goose 
that lays the golden egg”.  DGIS funding allows IRC to leverage significant sums of funding from other 
sources.  Such funding allows IRC to connect the dots between its different programmes to bring 
lessons to the global level and then to use its global presence to bring feedback to the country level.  
DGIS would send the correct messages of confidence to the sector by contributing to IRC’s learning 
and international presence, but also its flexible approach to responding to the sector and spotting 
trends that will influence.  The evaluation team agrees that, using IRC’s appropriately and realistically 
designated ambition levels as the basis, a 10% contribution per year from DGIS to core funding is a 
minimum that should be considered.  IRC would then be encouraged to find the remaining core 
funding from other sources using the DGIS funding as leverage (which they have successfully started 
to do). 

4.4.3.  IRC’s potential funding scenarios 

IRC foresees three different scenarios for organisational development over the coming years.  These 
incorporate different levels of availability of core funding to be used across the organisation.  Some 
description of the different funding streams is provided in the section above with a view that ideally 
project funding and consultancies, programmatic and core programmatic funding are blended – with 
IRC using these funding sources to maximise impact.  The scenarios put forward below are more 
defined (rather than blended) exploring what a reliance solely on project funding and consultancies 
or programmatic funding would mean for the organisation. 

Starting with the lowest in terms of prospects for the organisation (and also the least likely in 
practical terms), Scenario 3 sees no core or programmatic funding being made available to the 
organisation.  Under this scenario, IRC is not successful in its bids for longer term programmatic 
funding (or core funding) and in essence becomes much like a consulting firm operating on a 
contracted basis to deliver short, discrete pieces of commissioned work for different organisations in 
the sector.  This would constitute an extreme shift in the way that the organisation currently 
operates and would mean competing with other more commercial firms like Overseas Development 
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Institute (ODI), Oxford Policy Management (OPM), Aguaconsult, etc.  The evaluation team recognises 
that this shift would mean a significant loss of IRC’s contribution to the sector and is thus not worth 
contemplating. 

Scenario 2 sees limited access to core funding but still with IRC gaining access to programmatic 
funding that would mean a longer 3-5 year set of programmes largely at the country level.  In 
essence, IRC would lose much of its interface with global discourse and feedback loops under this 
scenario.  It also suggests a business model where IRC would seek to generate margins and 
multipliers out of the development of IRC products that it then sells on the market.  With the 
possible exception of selling monitoring services across the sector, it is widely viewed that IRC would 
not be able to generate sufficient extra income to have any significant impact on the sector in this 
way.  IRC would struggle in this scenario to weave together a global advocacy programme for a wider 
vision for the sector from its work at the country level. 

Scenario 1 is the optimal situation that as explained in the section above sees IRC blending different 
funding sources including sufficient core programmatic / unrestricted funding that allows IRC the 
flexibility to work at many levels and in an integrated way towards sector change.  Whilst recognising 
that IRC is better positioned “in the market” than previously with a wider range of funders and 
“clients”, this would allow IRC the “space to think” which is what the sector has come to expect of 
the organisation.  Again this affords IRC to play its unique role in the sector as a change agent and 
change hub nationally and at the global level for sector knowledge brokering and communications, 
convening and sector coordination support, and evidence-based policy advice to governments in 
particular.  All of these functions are seen as essential to meet the SDGs.   

Without hesitation, the evaluation team notes the following conclusions.  IRC’s finances are more 
effectively managed now.  Whilst the organisation is not out of the woods yet, the diversification of 
funding sources and positioning in the sector (vis-à-vis the country offices) is certainly growing 
stronger.  Whilst the financial outlook is unpredictable, the evaluation team is confident that IRC has 
the organisational clarity and strength to ensure a positive financial outlook going forward. 

In terms of the IRC scenarios, Scenario 3 is untenable for the organisation as it would mean losing the 
essence of IRC’s contribution to the sector.  Scenario 2, with its insufficient core funding, risks losing 
the growing strength to foster real support to national and local governments in a way that few other 
organisations provide.  It also means losing the linking thought leadership role that IRC plays in terms 
of global to local and increasingly from local to global.  Scenario 1 remains the viable option that 
optimises IRC’s contribution to the sector, as expected from all stakeholders.   
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sector goals.  Stakeholder interviews revealed that no other organization works as systematically and 
over a consistently long period, pro-actively with the government at the centre.   

To maximise its impact and influence, IRC seeks to provide a full cycle of interventions as a “think-
and-do” tank.  Simply stated, this constitutes:  

• conducting analysis on specific themes (like financing the sector);  
• documenting the issues and developing analytical tools and frameworks that could support 

policymakers and practitioners to enhance their understanding of the issues;  
• working with national and local level policymakers and practitioners to use and refine the 

analytical tools / approach in such a way as to help inform service delivery; 
• supporting the wider adoption, embedding and uptake of the tools / approach at the 

national and local levels; and 
• sharing the analysis and experience on a country-to-country basis, and at the regional and/or 

global levels to inform wider stakeholders but also to bring further refinements back to 
inform IRC’s work in country at each of the stages noted above. 

Working closely with government and other stakeholders, each stage involves “thinking” and “doing” 
that is ultimately aimed at tangible impact and influence on the ground, meaning increased access to 
WASH services for underserved households.  IRC’s work, for example, on financing the sector and 
sustainable services at scale represent large funded programmes that worked through the full cycle.   

As a further example, the largely IRC-driven Agenda for Change, initiated by IRC with other key sector 
organisations in 2015, responds to the need for fundamental change to achieve SDG 6 with special 
reference to the focus on increased government leadership and financing the sector.  Agenda for 
Change has the potential of becoming an influential movement provided there is greater clarity on 
how organisations can join, what is expected of them, and how the initiative will be governed.    

The challenge for IRC is that most funding sources either do not yet recognise the value of the full 
cycle, are interested primarily in funding infrastructure without seeing the wider systems 
strengthening requirements to ensure sustainability, allow too little time to successfully move 
beyond pilot projects, and generally do not consider funding the feedback loops beyond one-off 
presentations in Stockholm World Water Week or other events.  Organisations like IRC thus have a 
clear role to play in educating funders, not only about what works and doesn’t work more generally 
in the sector but also about how funding modalities impact on much needed sector strengthening, 
continued experimentation, and risk-taking. 

The Evaluation Team is convinced that IRC’s added value is precisely in its ability to navigate through 
the entire learning and influence cycle.  With increased competition for resources, the role of a 
learning organisation like IRC that is able to dedicate space and resources to fostering sharing and 
learning in the sector becomes that much more important. 

Value Added at the Country Level 

The importance of the global level in achieving the SDG6 should not be over-estimated as the 
delivery of the SDGs will only take place at the country and district level.  With this in mind, IRC has 
moved quickly and effectively to decentralize, seeing country-level work as the key to IRC’s 
programmatic impact. 

At country level, IRC’s footprint is substantial as an appreciated, credible, neutral and professional 
key party.  IRC works particularly through and with government in a “low dose, high frequency”, 
supportive yet challenging way to enhance government leadership.  IRC is considered as very 
influential through its special relation with and assistance to government institutions through its 
contribution to knowledge management and learning, and demystifying complex issues and tools.  
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IRC is in a unique and trusted position, operating across a wide range of stakeholders at the country 
level, to “listen intently and then come with clear ideas on how best to respond”.   

Largely out of IRC’s direct control, the translation of IRC’s work into concrete results and impact “on 
the ground” will take some time. The increase in financing flows dedicated to non-capital 
expenditures appears to be limited but needs to be tracked more carefully. Too many investments 
still focus on new infrastructure with little attention to operations and maintenance (O&M) and 
sustainability. Further work is needed to determine the evidence that the increased awareness at all 
levels in the sector of the need for sustainable services has been translated into increased budget 
allocation and expenditures for O&M. IRC needs to continue working to align and coordinate to 
ensure that commitments turn into plans, plans turn into budget allocations, and budget allocations 
actually convert to tangible impact on the ground.  

The principle of the district focus in IRC’s business model on (just) one district ensuring 100% 
coverage is solid and understandable, but has the implicit danger of delaying essential scaling up of 
findings towards other districts (piloting is relatively easy and can easily lead to “digging in” at pilot 
level; as IRC well knows, scaling up is crucial and far more complicated).  The main question to be 
answered is how that kind of comprehensive support to one district can be translated across other 
districts.  Such a district focus may mean getting closer to other actors, like the Ministry of Local 
Government in Ghana.  IRC will need to manage these relationships with government agencies 
carefully.  

Whilst the country programmes are gaining strength, it is not clear whether IRC is effectively 
aggregating learning across the country programmes.  It is also not always clear whether global 
advocacy work is based on evidence from experience at the country level. 

Key Themes 

Along with the Service Delivery Approach, IRC is recognized for its contribution to greater clarity 
around financing the sector.  IRC has effectively begun building on the WASHCost work through 
related activities and partnerships – like on Public Finance with WSUP as well as emphasising the 
costing and financing aspects under the Agenda for Change.  With somewhat more limited in-house 
capacity as a result of the restructuring, IRC now needs to determine whether it will go deeper in this 
area, staffing up or working through Senior Associates to look at key gaps in understanding like 
affordability and demand, or whether it will broaden out its focus on other key areas. 

The role of IRC in strengthening political and government leadership is getting off the ground through 
the specification of goal 3.  However, this role has not strategically been formulated and 
implemented as of yet.  The focus on strengthening CBOs in Watershed, IRC’s new strategic 
partnership, is complementary to the development of government leadership, although IRC’s key 
strength vis-à-vis its role towards government still needs to be further specified in this partnership.   
IRC has developed tools and been supporting the monitoring work of various organisations in the 
sector. 

IRC continues to build up a body of work on sanitation and hygiene although, apart from the 
knowledge management contribution through Sanitation Updates and the like, numerous interviews 
suggested that this appears to be less visible to WASH practitioners at all levels.  As suggested by IRC 
and in fairness to the organisation, much of the sanitation work occurs not so much in the focus 
countries but at the international level or in Asia. 

Overview 

Table 5.2 below provides an overview of IRC as an organisation with further detail provided 
throughout the report. 

Table 5.2: Overview of relevance, effectiveness, efficiency and impact 
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5.3 IRC’s Business Model  

By all accounts, IRC has successfully and effectively navigated its way through a difficult period – 
significantly downsizing, restructuring and decentralising.  As a result, IRC is seen as a stronger, more 
nimble organisation.  Working through a Management Team that also includes the Country Directors 
is increasingly facilitating greater ownership throughout the organisation creating more of a mutual 
flow of accountability, organisational learning and financial control.  

To ensure effectiveness, IRC has instituted an internal business model through the creation of 
independently operating business units, including the country offices.  This is appropriately shifting 
the centre of gravity and power away from a historically primarily Hague-based to a far more 
international organisation.  An internal market in skills and services each with its own “profit and 
loss” accounts encourages greater clarity on spend as well as the income needed to run the 
organisation.  This aspect of the organisation has advanced dramatically since the Mid-Term Review 
two years ago. 

During the BP period, country offices have been significantly strengthened. IRC leadership has proper 
understanding of the government institutional framework and is willing to work closely with 
government agencies to strengthen their capacity to move the sector on.  Given their central role 
across stakeholder groups, IRC country offices fulfil a niche in knowledge management and learning.    

Based upon IRC’s ambitions and planned financing for the period 2016-2020, the six country units 
can be sub-divided into three groups: 

• Mature country offices (Ghana and Burkina Faso) with well-established programmes and 
views and on the road towards financial sustainability. 

• Upcoming country offices (Ethiopia and Uganda) with emerging programmes and views and 
substantial financial resources made available during the period 2016-2020. 

• Small country offices (India and Honduras) with fewer programmes and less substantial 
financial resources for the period 2016-2020. 
 

Decentralization is getting off the ground with more responsibilities for country offices.  Investment 
in country offices (like Uganda) is paying off in terms of capacity, profile and impact.  However there 
is still some way to go with regards to decentralizing decision making on projects and rate structure 
as well as to ensure sufficient capacity to seize opportunities as they emerge.  Multi-year investing in 
country offices is thus essential to ensure continuity and growing capacity.  

The result chain is still a work in progress whereby goals and outcomes have not as yet been 
systematically elaborated into activities and outputs with indicators of success. This does not 
facilitate an assessment of actual progress made against formulated goals (as it is not easy to assess 
whether progress is satisfactory and/or to what extent and in which manner outputs from the 
monitoring system contribute to the achievement of the IRC goals). 

5.4 IRC’s finances and funding 

IRC has more or less achieved its €51m funding target for the business plan period coming in at 
€49.3m.  The evaluation team recognizes the significant efforts made in the last 2 years to further 
clarify IRC’s financial position, costings, tariff rates and reserve requirements. The downsizing has left 
a “lean and mean” organization with much reduced operating/formation costs.  Funding from the 
market has increased and diversified substantially during the last 4 years with core funding year-on-
year representing a lower percentage of the total annual IRC budget (28% total and 21% from DGIS).  

A significant challenge was posed to IRC in 2015-2016 given the lack of funding forthcoming from 
previously committed DGIS business plan funding.  In 2015/2016, IRC was given a lifeline by the 
€2.9m exchange rate gains from the BMGF-funded Triple-S program, keeping the organisation in 
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business with a global profile.  Funding from DGIS (€1m instead of the €2.9m originally committed) 
also helped and was used largely for the elaboration, testing and rolling out of the Agenda for 
Change to the country and district level. 

IRC is financed through three funding mechanisms: project funding and consultancies, programmatic 
funding and core programmatic funding.   

Project funding and consultancies is where IRC receives money for very specific activities that are 
generally determined by the funder with some negotiation by IRC.  This could be for a programme 
review, specific piece of research, communications activity, etc.  Some recent examples include the 
UNICEF Sanitation Research in Ghana with Oxford Policy Management as the lead with 
approximately €60k going to IRC over the coming 2 years, and IRC support to WHO GLAAS for 
TrackFin support at approximately €50k over a 6-month period.  Project funding and consultancies 
allows IRC to take advantage of opportunities for short-term assignments where IRC could influence 
and build a relationship with different clients, build staff skills, stay on trend and remain relevant, 
and offer opportunities to expand IRC’s area of expertise. 

In terms of programmatic funding, whereby IRC bids on or creates opportunities to focus on key 
aspects of the WASH sector, the team notes that these must also be strategic and align with IRC’s 
wider organisational goals.  Historically such programmes have included WASHCost and Triple-S at 
the global level, SmarterWASH at the country level, for example, where IRC was provided with a 
funding package to explore, document, test, refine the thinking around a specific focus area seen as a 
gap in the sector.  A recently approved example is the USAID Broad Area Agreement with University 
of Colorado (Boulder) in the lead for Ethiopia (roughly €500k per year for five years).  Where possible 
and recognising that the time allocations for delivering such programmes of work with meaningful 
impact on the ground tend to be unrealistic, IRC should encourage the funder to recognise IRC’s 
added value of expanding the work across the entire influencing cycle.   

Core programmatic funding is unrestricted funding that IRC can use as it needs to advance its 
mission.  Core funding of the business plan 2012-2016 was essential to ensure IRC’s ability to 
innovate, to become a driver of change and provide thought leadership in the sector.  Such funding 
can be and has been used to strengthen the organisation’s capability to respond at the global and 
country levels, to create greater efficiencies in IRC internal systems, or to advance specific initiatives 
– using such funding as matching funding for other grants.  Core programmatic funding allows IRC to 
strategically deliver across the whole cycle, integrating its approach from the country to the global 
levels to have maximum impact.  At the end of the day, such funding will allow IRC to optimise the 
learning, facilitation, and engagement that should lead to tangible impact on the ground.  

From a content perspective, core programmatic funding provides “oil in the machinery” that allows 
IRC to “follow an issue with policymakers and practitioners as it unfolds and evolves over a period of 
years.”  This occurs both at the global level and at the country level, but also between the two.  In 
this way, the organisation can be responsive to shifting circumstances and opportunities as they 
present themselves, but also with the space to develop, test, further refine and disseminate its 
learning through a wide range of knowledge products.  Such funding can fill the gaps in the cycle to 
ensure country-to-country / country-to-region / country-to-global content connections.  This 
exchange is the hardest component to fund from the market.  Core programmatic funding allows IRC 
to work in the interests of the sector rather than in the interests solely of perpetuating the 
institution. 

Specifically, core programmatic funding has allowed IRC to pursue the Agenda for Change initiative 
(widely viewed as a much needed focal point for the sector); bring lessons from district level work to 
national and global levels; share lessons learned on strengthening country level monitoring; innovate 
and document around public financing, support guidance on sustainability monitoring; and 
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IRC Approach and Content – At the country level 

1. IRC needs to continue working to align and coordinate to ensure that commitments turn into 
plans, plans turn into budget allocations, and budget allocations actually convert to tangible 
impact on the ground.  In other words, IRC needs to continue to elaborate how best to 
accelerate “uptake on the ground” through further analysis of “dynamics of acceptance” and 
how government leadership and capacity can be strengthened.  IRC would set reasonable but 
ambitious targets at the country level to clearly show progress in this area. 

2. IRC now needs to support the tailored adoption and adaptation of tools and methods to 
support specific governments and related organisations in meeting their sustainability 
commitments.   

3. The district focus, albeit sound and appropriate, should not delay critical efforts aimed at 
scaling up from district to the national level.  Lesson learning and sharing needs to happen 
continuously to avoid a piloting mentality. 

4. IRC needs to more effectively capture and package the experiences at the country level to 
provide the evidence of what works. 

5. The success factors underlying the focus country development process (lessons learnt) can 
be used to develop a medium to long-term strategy for the establishment of additional 
country offices. (Also see point 4 under Organisational recommendations below) 

IRC Approach and Content – At the global level 

1. IRC should renew/revitalize its learning and advocacy agenda with a more targeted focus on 
key influential decision makers in the sector (at the global and national levels).  Country 
programmes should be woven together into a global network more effectively to promote a 
wider IRC influencing strategy.   

2. With limited resources, IRC needs to prioritize where it will have greatest impact.  As a more 
crowded space to influence and with uncertain links to national and ultimately district plans, 
allocations and investments, activities at the global level are less compelling and less likely to 
have direct and effective impact in the short and medium term. 

3. IRC should continue to invest efforts in articulating the messages of the Agenda for Change, 
projecting out to what the initiative would ideally look like in 5-10 years, clarifying what IRC is 
concretely offering, and finding ways to encourage other institutions to join. 

4. Although IRC has a history of working across different water and sanitation silos, IRC needs to 
further develop its role and place in the broader water focus of both SDG6 and the DGIS 
water ambition making maximum use of its present value added.  To achieve this, IRC may 
need to “move beyond its comfort zone,” continuing to reach out to organisations outside 
the sector that can influence WASH service delivery.  (Watershed appears to provide a solid 
basis for this approach.) 

5. In terms of thematic work, IRC should further develop and specify its strategy on financing 
the sector.  As IRC is not seen as a go-to organisation in these areas, to maximize relevance, 
IRC should continue to build up its expertise on urban, sanitation, and the role of the private 
sector.  IRC needn’t have all the skills in house but needs to partner with the right players or 
ensure it can draw on Senior Associates with the gravitas and seniority to bring people on 
board to have this level of influence.   

6. For IRC as a resource hub, this means finding new ways to generate demand for its services 
and to create the 21st century equivalent of the resource library. 

Organisational 

1. IRC should continue to aim for Scenario 1, which sees IRC blending and optimizing different 
funding sources that allows IRC the flexibility to work at many levels and in an integrated way 
towards sector change. 
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2. IRC should continue efforts towards decentralization to the country level.  This means 
increasing decision making power, further efforts towards financial sustainability including 
resources allocated towards business acquisition capacity to grasp national opportunities 
offered.  (Approximately €500k is required for a period of 3 to 5 years from core 
programmatic funding to further develop the existing country offices.) 

3. IRC should be very cautious with the development of additional country offices in the 
medium term as the six country offices still require support.  Development of new offices is 
likely to be at the expense of existing offices.  IRC should not spread itself too thinly, lest it 
jeopardise quality over quantity.  With regard to new offices, IRC should have clear criteria to 
help determine where to expand – this should be related to the context, i.e. openness to 
IRC’s approach and ability for IRC to influence, but also around strategic questions of the 
added value of expanding to that country (does it offer a different context in which to test 
IRC’s approach and tools?).   

4. IRC should specify the strategic role and contribution of the organisation in India and 
Honduras. 

5. IRC should more clearly determine what needs to be standardised across the country offices, 
bearing in mind that the specific national contexts may determine partners, approaches, 
funding modalities, etc.   

6. IRC should continue to bid (through IRC Consult presumably) on discrete, one-off short-term 
assignments that strategically enhance IRC’s credibility, draw on IRC’s expertise, and align 
with IRC’s overall objectives.   

7. IRC should formulate a result chain/framework in which goals are clearly and realistically 
defined, are interconnected and consistently elaborated in outcomes, intermediate 
outcomes, targets, etc. 

8. The terminology used should be consistent. 
9. In the development of IRC’s new business plan, in line with development programmes 

generally, greater specificity than in the previous Business Plan should be provided in terms 
of SMART indicators that show how IRC is successfully achieving its goals. 

10. Impact on the ground needs to be translated not only in institutional terms, but specially into 
key indicators referring to, for example: 1) existence of a district/local level water and 
sanitation plan; 2) the explicit incorporation of this plan into the district/local more year 
development plan; 3) the explicit division between capital expenditures for infrastructure 
and non-capital/non-infrastructure expenditures; 4) explicit financial allocation for different 
types of water and sanitation expenditures within the district/local development plan; and 5) 
actual expenditures under the district/local development plan for water and sanitation. 

11. To assess impact on the ground, issues as mentioned under the previous bullet are crucial. 
IRC could consider developing a monitoring system to assess (progress regarding) impact on 
the ground in the same manner as monitoring of services has been elaborated in the past. All 
this provided that financial resources will be made available to implement such a 
programme.  

 

DGIS 

1. The evaluation team agrees with interviewees across the board who suggest without 
hesitation that DGIS should be providing core funding to IRC.  DGIS funding allows IRC to 
leverage significant sums of funding from other sources.  DGIS would send the correct 
messages of confidence to the sector by contributing to IRC’s learning and international 
presence, but also its flexible approach to responding to the sector and spotting trends that 
will influence the sector going forward.  The evaluation team agrees that, using IRC’s 
appropriately and realistically designated ambition levels as the basis, a 10% DGIS 
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contribution per year to core funding is a minimum that should be considered.  IRC would 
then be encouraged to find the remaining core programmatic funding from other sources 
(Hilton Foundation, USAID, etc). 

2. The advisory budget made available to IRC has proven useful for all parties concerned and 
should be continued.  




