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ABSTRACT

Complex, multi-country projects implemented in collaboration with partner country institutes are becoming increasingly common within the CG system, requiring new approaches to M&E and impact assessment.  At the WorldFish Center, impact assessment has focused primarily on ex post assessment. Like many other CG centers, there has also been a shift in approach to impact assessment, from an emphasis on the adoption of technical innovation and productivity/profitability gains of agricultural research, towards a more holistic approach addressing poverty alleviation and associated changes in equity, food security and health.  In comparison to ex post impact assessment activities, less attention has been given to monitoring and evaluation, and to the process of learning and adaptation, during project implementation. However, the trend towards increased partner- collaboration and impact-oriented, participatory action research requires a more responsive and adaptive approach to impact assessment and M&E than has previously been applied to WorldFish projects.
The WorldFish Center is currently implementing a number of large-scale projects involving numerous countries and National Research Partners(NARES partners). The Challenge Program on Water and Food project, ‘Community-based fish culture in seasonal floodplains and irrigation systems’ (CPWF35) is currently in its third year of implementation. This complex project involves NARES partners in five countries, namely Bangladesh, Vietnam, China, Cambodia and Mali. The project aims to develop appropriate technologies for community-based fish culture through an adaptive learning approach over a number of culture cycles, encouraging both national partners and direct beneficiaries at the community-level to evaluate fish culture activities each year and modify the approach for the subsequent year based on their learning experience. The scope of the project poses a number of challenges to M&E. A traditional quantitative survey-based approach has proved ineffective in capturing the diverse changes taking place within participating communities as a result of the project activities. In some cases, negative impacts have been reported which the existing, primarily quantitative M&E strategy failed to capture. 

In response to this apparent gap in the project’s M&E and Impact assessment strategy, qualitative and participatory methods have been implemented to permit a more open and responsive approach to change occurring in the communities.  In addition, these approaches broaden the scope of project impact by addressing issues such as capacity building amongst NARES partners, and institutional change. The methods currently being piloted include Outcome Mapping, Most Significant Change and Appreciative Inquiry. 

The aims of this paper are therefore two-fold: first, a critical analysis of the Center’s current IA and M & E approaches and future directions is presented; second, the application of new M&E tools to large-scale projects is described, using the Challenge Project on Community-Based Fish Culture as an example.  The advantages and constraints to their application to research for development are discussed in the fisheries and aquaculture context. 
