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A. Evaluation in Czech Republic

Although evaluation is a relatively new branch of activity in the Czech Republic, we have made steady progress in defining the nature and content of the steps needed to meet the evaluation requirements. This is particularly relevant in relation to evaluations of the assistance provided from the European Union’s Structural Funds. This positive feature stems from the fact that the rules for the provision of assistance from the EU Structural Funds are laid down in Community legislation. Their content is made more specific by means of Commission recommendations and the community support framework (‘CSF’) document. Sharing experience with our Italian twinning partners played a significant role as well.

Czech Republic is clearly aiming to set up structures with fundamental features identical to the model described in the methodological aid of the Tavistock Institute entitled ‘The Evaluation of Socio-Economic Development - the Guide’ (Guide), recently published by the European Commission. The Czech Republic attaches importance to the recommendations contained in the Guide and plans to conform with them when arranging the performance of evaluations and developping evaluation capacity. Naturally, the specific conditions influencing this process in the Czech Republic need to be taken into account.
The information on evaluation being transfered to us by European Commission leads to understanding of evaluation as a process which can make a significant, positive contribution to the development of drawing on funds from public budgets in the Czech Republic. It could be expected that a progress will be made in direction of higher transparency towards stakeholders. Thereby an appreciable step of opening public administration to citizens will be done, which represents an important element of democratic government. 

According to the CSF, evaluations are conducted in order to measure the efficiency of interventions co-funded out of the Structural Funds. This is particularly as regards the general impact of interventions on improving economic and social cohesion, on achieving global, specific, and horizontal objectives of interventions, and objectives set in the operational programmes.

One of the requirements of Article 6.3 CSF and Articles 40 and 43 of Council Regulation (EC) No 1260/1999 is that ex ante and ex post evaluations shall be conducted at the level of the CSF and at the level of the individual operational programmes. Because the Czech Republic, like other Member States from the last wave of accession, did not join the European Union until the second half of the 2000-2006 programming period, the programming period for the Czech Republic has been shortened to 2004-2006. Therefore the European Commission will not demand mid-term evaluations and will not apply Article 44 of Council Regulation (EC) No 1260/1999, on theallocation of a performance reserve.

So far in the Czech Republic, there has been carried out an ex ante evaluation of the National Development Programme and of operational programmes. Based on the requirements of the CSF, these evaluations were carried out by groups of independent experts. The offers of evaluation from foreign companies were very expensive and  their knowledge of Czech environment was inadequate. In the Czech Republic, an expert base existed, in particular in the academic community, that could give favour conditions for forming evaluation entities. In the course of time, we can observe a growth of number of domestic entities having experience in preparing plans, programmes, methodology, and in drafting policies to support socio-economic development. The latter activities included the National Development Plan and the operational programmes.

B. Evaluation Establishment and Evaluation Organisation

In accordance with a requirement of the CSF, the Ministry for Regional Development proceeded to set up a central CSF evaluation unit. This was realised initially by appointing its head (in line with the principle that the senior is to be a mature, experienced professional who enjoys the respect of Managing Authorities and the expert community. The evaluation unit then expanded to include three other executive officials (juniors) from state administration and the academic environment (a fourth was added later).  It is expected that, by means of further education and (in particular) by gaining practical experience the people in this position will drive forward the development of evaluation activities in the Czech Republic. Individual tasks performed by these employees include:

- the drafting, preparation, and management of strategic analyses for preparation of the next programming period;

- the drafting, preparation, and management of the evaluation of fulfilment of objectives, priorities, and measures at the level of the CSF;

- the co-ordination of evaluation activities and the development of the evaluation capacity;

- the evaluation of horizontal priorities.

Other tasks carried out by the evaluation unit are 

- the support of the methodological Unit of the CSF;

- the elaboration of recommendations for the CSF Monitoring Unit and the CSF Programming Unit.
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Another body that has been set up is the Working Group for Evaluations and Horizontal Priorities of the CSF (‘WG for Evaluations’), comprising representatives of the OP Managing Authorities, Paying Authority and from now on also evaluation stakeholders.

This Working Group participates in solving procedural and technical questions of evaluation realisation, in evaluation capacity building and mainly in evaluation plan construction. It provides also an umbrella function for activities of steering groups mentioned later on. Members of the WG for Evaluations are the main contact persons for communication between the central CSF evaluation unit and the Managing Authorities of operational programmes in evaluation matters. With activities of WG a good basement for co-ordination of evaluation has arisen.
 For reasons of impartiality and independence in evaluation perfomance the carrying-out of evaluation is ordered at external evaluators selected in tenders. Activities of external evaluators are monitored with so called steering groups. These groups present comments to implementation of evaluation projects. They also seriousness to evaluation outputs and help in dissemination of awareness of evaluation process.

Steering groups consist of representatives of OP managing authorities (due to problematic solved), independent experts and also stakeholders have been addressed to take a part. Steering groups mainly creates following activities:

· influencing the creation Terms of Reference (‘ToR’) for the evaluation project;

· monitoring evaluation projects implementation;

· assessing whether the project implementation is being proceeded according to ToR;

· monitoring how evaluation projects aims are fulfilled.

At the end of evaluation project the steering group evaluates results of evaluation. Each project is monitored with one steering group.

Speaking about external evaluation capacity in the Czech Republic the potential for the performance of evaluations has largely been hidden in experts and specialists carrying out activities in areas related to evaluations. In evaluation capacity development the task of the central CSF evaluation unit is:

- to aim the attention of the professional and general public to evaluations;

- to contribute to the dissemination of knowledge on this discipline; 

- to develop a culture of evaluation in the Czech Republic; 

- and in particular to create the capacity base for the performance of evaluations. 

In the scope of efforts to form a potential base for the performance of evaluations, the central CSF evaluation unit publicly urges experts and firms in the field of evaluation to send it information about their skills and qualifications for the performance of evaluations. The aim is to learn about their suitability for co-operation with the evaluation unit. The evaluation unit publishes invitations to co-operate on its website, in the nation-wide press, and in specialised periodicals focusing on a specific expert group. The invitation contains general information about evaluations, a description of the projects in the evaluation plan, and information about the central evaluation unit at the Ministry for Regional Development. Responses to this invitation form the basis for the creation of a list of experts and companies that can be used for evaluation purposes. These can fulfil tasks of e.g.:

· professional subjects obtaining calls for tenders for evaluation projects realisation;

· independent experts in steering groups monitoring evaluation projects preparations and realisation;

· independent experts in selection committees for evaluation projects suppliers. 
C. Evaluation Plan Construction

Drawing up the evaluations plan of Community Support Framework is no easy task if there is no opportunity of drawing on experience from similar evaluation activities carried out in the past (focus, scope, timing). In the Czech Republic, there has also been no suitable specimen plan from a country of similar size and with similar problems in the field of socio-economic development. In the period before the accession of new Member States, the drawing-up of an evaluation plan was not required. Therefore our Italian twinning partners could not share with us a direct experience of an evaluation plan preparation, approval, and implementation. 

The creation of the plan was essential for the timely launch of evaluation activities, and was urgently recommended by representatives of the European Commission, namely DG Regio. Based on that, at the beginning of 2004 the first draft of the evaluation plan was drawn up (entitled ‘Content of the CSF evaluation plan for the 2004-2006 period’). This summary document contained an outline of future evaluation activities, broken down by their character and purpose. In this initial document, the strategic orientation of evaluations in the Czech Republic was already obvious. The initial document formulated four basic areas of activity for the evaluation unit: 

- evaluation of the implementation of development support programmes in the 2004-2006 period;

- preparations for the 2007-2013 programming period;

- the development of evaluation capacity in the Czech Republic;
- the co-ordination of evaluation activities.

Another step in fulfilling the evaluation obligations of the CSF was a detailed processing of the summaries of sub-evaluation projects in the document entitled ‘Proposed activities of the CSF evaluation plan 2004-2006 – with a focus on 2004’. This document contained the aggregate content of projects, the timeframe of individual evaluation projects, and the estimated financial outlay in 2004. The plan was consulted with Managing authorities of individual operational programmes, with DG Regio representatives, and with the Italian twinning partners, who considered this document to be the first of its type that they had had the opportunity to review. The document was discussed and approved by the CSF Working Group for Evaluation and was presented to the CSF Monitoring Committee, which approved it. 

The approved version was then complemented with a schedule containing, besides information about the launch of the project, the timeframe for the individual sub-project activities.

As regards preparing activities for next programming period 2007 to 2013 the situation is being further complicated by lack of clarity connected with the final content of new regulations for structural policy instruments related to the upcoming programming period. There seems to be no requirement to draw up a National Development Plan and to prepare the Community Support Framework. The form of evaluations within that period seems ambiguous, and several other issues remain open (for example, the obligation of preparing an evaluation plan for all priorities).
D. Problems & Risks of Evaluation Management in Czech Republic
Work on the fulfilment of the evaluation plan requires performance of ordinary project management tasks on the side of the evaluation unit. The important phases are preparation, and implementation of evaluation projects, and the application of the results (conclusions, improvement proposals, etc.). In the preparation of evaluations, there are activities connected with:

- the creation of draft Terms of Reference;

- the preparation of tenders for services connected with the project;

- an invitation to tender bids for project realisation;

- the selection of the most appropriate candidate by the evaluation committee;

- the preparation and signing of a contract with a selected contractor;

- the management of project implementation from the position of the project co-ordinator;

- the co-ordination of the interconnection of the activities of the individual evaluation projects;

- consultation and comments procedure during the the course of the project in association with a steering group, which  influences and guides the implementation of the project;

- the organisation of the dissemination of knowledge, awareness, results, and recommendations stemming from the projects;

- the application of results and recommendations stemming from the projects;
- other managerial activities connected with project management.
During its work the evaluation unit has identified potential evaluation risks that can cause failures or influence the quality of evaluation outputs. Following phenomenon can be identified to be risky:
- lack of evaluation research data caused by consecutive start-ups of examined measures of operational programmes;

- selection of inappropriate data collection procedures and lack of data quality;

- selection of supplier where after a certain time is detected inability to complete the implementation properly; 

- evaluation project outputs are not applied;

- improper interpretation of evaluation projects outputs/results; 

- political influence on evaluation independence;

- selection of supplier that repetitively uses same methods many times not adequate to projects needs;

- deficient supply at evaluation market (esp. for future projects – contractors are busy with fulfilling contracted commitments and have no other capacity);

- inappropriate project targeting by supplier and contractor;
- wrong management of evaluation projects;

- insufficient partnership and co-operation of all stakeholders;

- lack of communication among partners;

- non-existence of mutual activities linkage of CSF and operational programmes;

- many other. 

Some of the above-mentioned risks (e.g. lack of evaluation research data caused by consecutive start-ups of examined measures of operational programmes) have become to be reality in short term of evaluation unit existence. Slowdown of OPs launches has caused delays in several evaluation projects. Nevertheless the evaluation unit is still optimistic and believes in finishing all prepared evaluation projects in high quality. Also expectations that evaluation will improve implementation of SF aid are in place.

E. Potential for Co-operation Among V4 Countries

Establishment of the international co-operation is a positive element of evaluation capacity building in Czech republic. Especially co-operation in near surroundings is undoubtedly very important. We expect that such co‑operation could help spread good evaluation practice between us and our closest neighbours. in. Within the CSF 2004 evaluation plan we have created specific item for co-operation establishments of V4 countries (Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, Czech Republic) evaluation units.

This co-operation should be created in following directions (opinion of evaluation unit from Czech republic):

- joint creation of positions to comments on procedures, rules and proposals on evaluation within EU;

- mutual exchange of knowledge in proposing, preparations and realisation of evaluation projects;

- exchange of knowledge in evaluation methodologies;

- mutual support in evaluation capacity building, especially in organising of educational activities, etc.;

- exchange of information about qualities of foreign suppliers of  evaluation studies with an aim of broadening the supply side in evaluation market;

- long-term proposals of joint evaluation standards creation with the aim of evaluation outputs comparisons;

- other topics arising from mutual discussion. 
Evaluation unit believes that working meeting of evaluation units of V4 countries (2nd – 3rd December 2004) will create a sufficient basement for establishing mutual co-operation, especially in mentioned areas.
F. Conclusions

The Czech Republic’s CSF evaluation tasks are fulfilled to the maximum extent allowed by the general state of preparation of programme implementation. Ex ante evaluations have been carried out on the National Development Plan and operational programmes. The plan in Czech republic has been drawn up, and work on fulfilling the first wave of tasks in accordance with the evaluation plan has started. In the scope of evaluation capacity building, the central CSF evaluation unit has been set up and is now fully running. Preparations are underway for evaluations at OP level. This year, as soon as possible, instruments and aids will be issued for the implementation of evaluation activities, i.e. specimen formats of Terms of Reference, and procedures for tenders. A brand new Czech Evaluation Guide (based on EC guide) has just been brought out. The Working Group for Evaluations and Horizontal priorities is up and running. There are also fully operational steering groups to monitor and influence implementation of the first evaluation projects.

Preparations for the future programming period are complicated by the uncertainty regarding the changes being prepared for the provision of aid from EU funds, the application of the Gothenburg and Lisbon process, and preparations for new regulations connected with these changes.

In conclusion, we can state that the evaluation process in the Czech Republic is developing very promisingly. There is nothing in the current situation to suggest that evaluations are carried out merely formally; evaluations in the Czech Republic have the potential to become a beneficial instrument for the assessment and management of public budget expenditure.
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