[image: image1.png]{=.USAID | AZERBAIJAN

o I < FROM THE AMERICAN PEOPLE

Lo

&

TRADFANDINVESTMENT REFFORMSUPPORT PROGRANN






Trade and INvestement 
Reform Support Program 
in Azerbaijan (TIRSP)
Recommendations to the NGO Council for the Grants Program
Roshana Cohen
Funded by the

U.S. Agency for International Development
Implemented by

Chemonics International, Inc.
Contract No. AFP-I-00-04-00002-00 #10
Task Order No. AFP-I-00-04-00002-00 #10
The author’s views expressed in this publication do not necessarily reflect the views of the United States Agency for International Development or the United States Government.
USAID Trade and Investment Reform Support Program in Azerbaijan (TIRSP)

Recommendations to the NGO Council for the Grants Program

The objective of this assignment is to assess the current documentation and grant making process and draft recommendations for implementing best practices in the government grants program to ensure a fair and equal application, evaluation, and management process. These recommendations and best practices follow the lifecycle of a grants program from structuring the grants program to solicitation, award, management, and close out. In several cases, a few options are provided for the NGO Council’s consideration. 

The second task for this assignment was to review the OECD-DAC/World Bank documentation on strengthening public procurement and summarize finding and recommend tools that may be useful for the Government of Azerbaijan and the NGO Council. This summary and recommendations can be found in Annex D.
Structuring the Program for Successful Implementation

A first step in structuring a grants program is to confirm that everyone involved shares the same definition of what a grant is. Grants are most often referred to as assistance instruments that are characterized by a partnership relationship between the NGO Council and the grantee. The purpose of the assistance is to provide support to accomplish a public purpose that is consistent with the grantee’s mandate. Technical areas for potential projects are listed in the solicitation document. 

Key considerations to keep in mind while designing the grants program include transparency, simplicity, avoiding conflict of interest, avoiding bottlenecks in the review and award process, maintaining the partnership relationship with the grantee, and recognizing the time required to manage the grant after it has been awarded to ensure key technical results are achieved. The text box to the right lists features of a transparent grants management system. It is critical to set up clear, well-defined, transparent procedures for giving out money. All applications must feel secure knowing that the grants are awarded based on proposals scrutinized under uniform criteria. The best way to accomplish this is to develop a simple grants manual where the procedures throughout the grant life cycle are articulated. All NGO Council staff involved in the grants program should be familiar with the grants manual. Annex A includes an abridged table of contents from a grants manual. Note that this table of contents is for a grant manual much more sizeable than this. It is attached so the Council can review the categories included in the manual. For the NGO Council’s purpose, a streamlined shorter manual is recommended.

A best practice when structuring a grants program is to design performance based grants that are results-oriented, technically sound, where a clear relationship between implementation plan tasks, milestones, and payments exist, the grant contains verifiable results, and a cost share element, where possible. Recommendations and best practices throughout this report will be based on these key principles of performance based grants. 

Solicitation Application Submission

These comments refer to the draft solicitation document. The solicitation is clear, simple, and short. Following are recommendations of items to add and/or consider for the solicitation:

1) Reduce the volume of applications - Given the extremely broad technical areas to which grants will be awarded, my biggest concern with the solicitation as it currently exists is the volume of applications that the NGO Council will receive.  The NGO Council could easily become overwhelmed with reviewing the applications in a timely manner and the NGOs could become frustrated with a delay in grant award. A best practice is to understand the universe of potential applicants and structure the solicitation so that a desired number of applications will be received.

Suggestions for ways to accomplish this include reducing the number of technical areas and making them more specific (though it is understandable why the NGO Council would like to keep it broad at this point), increasing the eligibility requirements for applicants to, for example, include a required cost share element (see text box) which includes the required percentage, or requiring that half the project beneficiaries be women and children.

2) List the evaluation criteria – To promote transparency, it is a best practice to include evaluation criteria in the solicitation. In reviewing the proposal format guidelines and the application form, possible evaluation criteria to consider include relevance of past projects implemented by the organization, proposed sustainability of the project, practicality of the implementation plan, experience of proposed personnel to implement the project, and whether or not the applicant will have the ability to provide the required data for monitoring and evaluation purpose. Criteria can be evaluated based on a points system or a simple low, average, high scale where awards are only made when “high” is assigned to 3 out of 4 of the elements, for example. There are many variations of this. A caution about using the points system is it can be difficult for all evaluators to agree on what the points mean so there need to be agreed upon explanations about how to assign points (see more on this later).

3) Eligibility criteria – The eligibility criteria as listed are appropriate though I suggest including two more. Per the guidelines document where there is a focus on the role of the accountant in managing the project, I suggest adding that the grantee must have an accountant trained “On Principles of Accounting in the Republic of Azerbaijan” on staff and that the CV be included in the list of attached documents. I also suggest adding that the applicant must have experience implementing projects of a similar nature. This could head off applicants who may not be able to implement the project financially and/or technically.

4) Other considerations – Other considerations include:

· State an expected duration of the grants. For example, proposed grant activities can range from 3 – 12 months in duration.

· Has the NGO Council considered where the solicitation will be posted to maximize desired applicants without producing an overwhelming number?

· Update the dates in the solicitation – allow at least 30 days after the deadline to announce the results to ensure sufficient time to review. If the number of applicants received is overwhelming, the date may be extended by issuing a solicitation amendment sent to all applicants.

· Include a statement that the Government of Azerbaijan reserves the right to fund any or none of the applicants and that none of the costs the organization incurs in preparing the proposal may be reimbursed.

· State that applicants without complete information included in their application will be automatically rejected and not eligible for a grant in the current round.

· Great idea to hold an information session. It should be held within a week, if not less, of the solicitation release date. I do not recommend that a phone number be given out to ask additional questions as it is critical to ensure that all applicants receive the same information to promote transparency and any perception of unfair advantage with information sharing. In addition, the NGO Council may receive an overwhelming number of calls. Rather than list a phone number, is it possible to create a simple website for questions and answers?

· I note the requirement that all applications should be registered in the Council’s Secretariat. If all the applicants do not know how this is accomplished, perhaps include a separate document explaining the registration process.

Application Submission

These comments refer to the Application Form and the Proposal Format Guidelines. Following are recommendations of items to add and/or consider for application and proposal documents:

1) The Application Form does not follow all of the categories in the Proposal Format Guidelines and this is confusing. For example, where in the Application Form is the problem description addressed, the goals and objectives of the project, etc. The Application Form includes a paragraph on background but this is not addressed in the Proposal Format Guidelines. The overall suggestion is to sync up these two documents so that a potential applicant can have the Application Form in front of them and read the Proposal Format Guidelines to provide instructions for each category in the Application Form.

2) I recommend that the total Application Form be assigned a reasonable page limit keeping in mind the resources of the NGO Council and the expected amount of applications to be received.

3) I do not recommend having the notes of the secretariat in the same form as the organizations are using to submit their applications. Secretariat notes should be in a separate document.

4) Add “Key Personnel” as discussed in the Guidelines section below. Add a place for the name of the organization’s accountant.

5) Suggest a template be provided for the implementation plan section of the application in the form of a simple Gantt chart that includes resources (proposed personnel to implement the grant activity) proposed and detailed description of tasks, and a timeframe for the accomplishment of each task. Each task must contribute to the achievement of the activity objective. The implementation plan can also include a narrative listing all relevant material assumptions made and/or contingencies impacting achievement of the grant objective.

6) As mentioned previously, suggest a template be provided for all applicants to use to submit their proposed budget.

7) In the goals and objectives of the project section, state that they must be linked to a technical area in the solicitation document.

8) For project beneficiaries, do you want to consider disaggregating them in any way, gender, age, etc.?

9) Reference check – In addition to the list of projects implemented by the organization in the last 3 years, request three independent qualified professional references. The references should be relevant to the proposed activity and truly independent and qualified to pass along an objective, informed opinion. 
10) Termination provision - Add a section that the NGO Council has the right to terminate the grant agreement at any time for cause or for the convenience of the government with 30 days notice paying for a pro-rated portion of all deliverables and any legitimate financial commitments.

11) Dispute resolution provision – Add a section discussing how disputes will be resolved in accordance with the GOA dispute resolution provisions currently in place. To the extent that a simplified dispute resolution system may be used, that would be recommended.
Application Evaluation

Reviewing applications is an exciting and critical juncture in this grants program and there are several important points to keep in mind as follows:

1) Evaluation committee – A best practice is to establish an evaluation committee of at least 3 members and that this evaluation committee be consistent throughout the evaluation process. The evaluation committee should be described in the grant manual discussed above. Technical experts may be brought in as needed considering the diverse subject matters. All evaluation committee members should sign a conflict of interest statement stating that they do not have a conflict of interest with the proposals being evaluated and that the applications will be used for evaluation purposes only. An example of a certification and agreement for the use and disclose of applications and conflict of interest is included in Annex B. An overall recommendation for the composition of the evaluation committee is to involve diverse stakeholders including perhaps a representative of the donor community, business association, civil society, and a governmental oversight body.

2) The important role of documentation – It is a guarantee that an applicant who was not awarded a grant will complain to the NGO Council and ask for an explanation. To promote transparency throughout the process, it is critical that the evaluation process, including the notes from the individual members of the evaluation committee, be documented in sufficient detail to show beyond doubt that the evaluation process occurred in accordance with the grants manual with impartiality and evenhanded treatment of all applications. A best practice is for a non-voting member of the evaluation committee to write a summary of all evaluation committee members’ evaluations. See additional roles for a non-voting member of the evaluation committee in the text box to the right. The NGO Council should also think about whether or not a debrief will be provided to unsuccessful applicants. Depending on the volume of applicants and the NGO Council’s resources, this can be a time consuming initiative. However efforts to promote transparency that can be accomplished through this debrief can have large dividends down the line for the NGO Council and the GOA.

3) Two step evaluation process – To speed up the evaluation process, you could have a non-voting member of the evaluation committee provide the initial review of the applicants to determine if they meet the basic eligibility requirements. You can create a simple checklist that includes the eligibility criteria and the required documentation to be attached. Only those applicants that include all required information are reviewed by the full committee. A letter should be written to the applicant informing them if their application will be reviewed by the full committee or rejected due to eligibility requirements or lack of required documentation. The NGO Council should determine what the next step is for applicants who don’t submit complete applications or who are otherwise ineligible. Are they allowed to resubmit the missing documentation in the next round?

4) Evaluation criteria – It is always a challenge to get and keep the evaluation committee members on the same page especially if the evaluation members change based on technical requirements. The grants manual should contain the work flow for the grant evaluation committee including frequency of meeting, composition of committee, who documents the meeting, etc. It is also a best practice to have guidelines for reviewing the applications and filling out the evaluation or scoring form including how to review the application and complete the evaluation form, explanation of the evaluation criteria, that the review process is restricted to the evaluation criteria presented in the application, that all evaluations must be in writing, and confidentiality and conflict of interest issues (discussed more below).

4) Other considerations – Other important issues to consider when evaluating applications include:

· Applications should be reviewed in a timely manner.

· Respect each application. Organizations spend a lot of time preparing their application so it’s important to treat each application and organization with respect.

· Log the applications into a tracker (can be a simple excel tracker) to help keep track of things

Types of Grants

The NGO Council will need to determine the type of grants to be used. This section briefly describes four types of grants that the NGO Council can mix and max to obtain the most suitable grant format. Due to the diverse technical subject matters and the need to award grants quickly, it is recommended that only one final format be used for all grantees for this initial round of grants. The Guidelines document talks about the use of tranches grouped in accordance with the implementation plan and properly documenting expenses in accordance with the existing legislation. The types of grants described below address these requirements. Tranches grouped in accordance with the implementation plan are a hallmark of performance based grants mentioned above. 

There are four general types of grants that again can be mixed and matched for the NGO Council’s purposes as follows:

· A grant that allows advances – If the grantees need advance funding in order to carry out the activities of the grant, the NGO Council may choose to advance funds on a monthly or quarterly basis based on the implementation plan. Grantees then liquidate the advance through financial reports.

· Reimbursement type grant – If a grantee does not need advances, the NGO Council may simply choose a type of grant where expenses are reimbursed monthly or quarterly based on a financial report tied to the implementation plan and the successful accomplishment of milestones.

· Fixed price grant – A tranche payment schedule is established in the grant agreement, which assigns fixed amounts to specified milestones. Instead of receipt-based payments, the fixed tranche amount is disbursed to the grantee once the associated milestone has been achieved. The NGO Council must be satisfied that the grantee has sufficient cost history to negotiate the payments, and also to ensure that the requested funds will be the actual cost of the effort so that no funds will be remaining upon grant completion. This type of grant should be used to support discreet activities where there is a certainty about the cost, and in which the accomplishment of the purpose or milestone in the grant are readily discernible. 
· In-Kind Grant – This is most often used to purchase equipment where the grantee does not have the capacity to conduct their own procurement. The NGO Council can conduct the procurement on behalf of the grantee and donate it to the grantee through an in-kind grant. This type of grant does not seem advisable for the NGO Council’s grant program since the purpose is for the grantee’s to accomplish technical objectives on their own.
Factors to consider when determining the appropriate type of grant to use are the nature of the grant activity, the capacity of the applicants both technically and financially, and the degree of oversight desired by the NGO Council. So for example, the NGO Council may decide to use a reimbursement type grant that allows for one initial advance to help the grantee get started.
Grantee Capacity

The success of any grants program rests on whether or not the selected grantees have the technical and financial capacity to successfully carry out their activities. Assessing grantee capacity before awarding a grant ensures resources are used most effectively and overall success of the grants program in terms of technical accomplishments. Some of the suggested evaluation criteria above include relevance of past projects implemented by the organization, experience of proposed personnel to implement the project, and ability to obtain data for monitoring and evaluation purposes. These are used to address the overall capacity of the organization prior to award.
Depending on the overall goal of the grant program for the NGO Council, capacity building post award can take on a large or small role. However, if the purpose of the grant program is purely to accomplish technical objectives, which does not appear to be the case, there is vey little capacity building that takes place post award. Assuming that the NGO Council wishes to provide capacity building to grantees, following are some suggestions to promote sustainability and long-term impact:

· Networking — A simple push towards grantees networking to exchange information and share resources can yield positive results. The NGO Council can help facilitate this by providing a networking venue.
· Improving training — Many grant programs include a training component. The NGO Council can offer training of trainers courses to grantees in curriculum development, facilitation techniques, etc. This can help grantees conduct trainings that have a greater impact. 
· Specialized technical training — Grantees with similar technical objectives can be grouped together for the purpose of specialized technical training in the myriad of topics listed in the solicitation. Specialized training to provide value added can include assistance with communications and web site development, how to integrate gender into programming, or monitoring and evaluation.

Negotiation

Do not underestimate the time involved in negotiating. Before a grant is finalized and the Guidelines and Grant Agreement given to the grantee, the final technical scope and budget should be negotiated. While no grant can exceed AZN 20,000, there will be a lot of room within that total amount to negotiate keeping in mind the overall funding levels per technical category identified in the solicitation. The NGO Council will need to determine, based on all the applications received in response to each technical category, the appropriate technical scope and amount to give to each grantee, keeping in mind that grant activities will likely cover more than one technical area and some of the technical areas described in the solicitation overlap. 

Negotiating the budget means examining the budget to determine if the costs including cost sharing are allowable, allocable, and reasonable and determining if the budget properly supports the proposed technical approach. In performing a thorough cost analysis, the grants team should obtain cost breakdowns, verify cost data, evaluate specific elements of the budget to determine the necessity and reasonableness of the costs reflected in the budget. A thorough cost analysis will assist the NGO Council to determine the extent of the applicant’s understanding of the financial aspects of the program and its ability to perform the grant activities within the amount requested, whether the applicant’s plans will achieve the program objectives with reasonable economy and efficiency or if the applicant’s budget is not sufficient. This also helps promote transparency. The Grants Manual should identify who will be responsible for negotiating with the applicant. To streamline the budget review and negotiation process, it is recommended that a budget template be developed as an attachment to the application form so that all budgets will be presented in a uniform manner.

Award – Guidelines
These comments refer to the draft Guidelines document. The Guidelines document does a good job of referencing key attachments with additional information. Following are recommendations of items to add and/or consider:

1) I assume that the audience for this document is the NGO Council and the grantees though it might be a good idea to state who the intended audience is up front.

2) Section # 6, responsibilities, you could call the director and the accountant “key personnel” and include a clause in the contract that states that should any key personnel leave the organization, the NGO Council must be immediately informed in writing and be informed of their replacements.

3) Section 7.1, narrative report, suggest that this is discussed in an orientation session discussed below and that page limits be assigned to narrative reports. It is great that there is already a document entitled “Recommendations on preparation of the report concerning the project implementation.” In terms of submitting interim reports after each stage of the project implementation, that will entail a lot of reports for the NGO Council to review. A suggestion is that reports be submitted quarterly or semi-annually depending on the length of the grant and that a simple one-page document be submitted to discuss technical accomplishments per the implementation plan so that tranche payments can be made. I suggest adding monitoring and  evaluation and beneficiary information as a key category to be included in the final report.

Financial Management

Financial management will be tied to the type of grant selected and the level of financial oversight the NGO Council wishes to have. For fixed price grants with pre-determined payment amounts, financial oversight takes place during the negotiation stage. Given that the Guidelines document talks about accepting expenses, I am assuming that the NGO Council wishes to review financial reports from grantees that may include receipts for expenditures in accordance with the law on “Principles of Accounting in the Republic of Azerbaijan.” If this is the case, the grants manual should explain the process for reviewing financial reports including providing a template for the reports as suggested in Attachment N4 to the Guidelines. It is recommended that a financial report template be provided to all grantees and if possible, considering that the majority of the grantees in this initial round will be brought on at the same time, an orientation session held to provide training on how to properly complete the financial report, including what constitutes proper documentation. This orientation session should also include training on monitoring and evaluation, discussed more below.

Aspects of financial management the NGO Council may wish to consider include what should be included in financial reports (has to do with the desired degree of oversight), when are the reports reviewed, the mechanics of reviewing the reports including how quickly they are reviewed, who reviews them, and the methodology to ensure consistently throughout the process. The grants manual should also discuss who has the authority to reject an expense and what the process is for doing this. Financial management also includes accounting for the grantees cost share requirement, if applicable. If requested, the grantee should be able to provide documentation for the amount claimed as cost share. 

Procurement of Goods and Services

It is recommended that the NGO Council determine up front whether or not the grantees may include in their proposal the procurement of goods and services. If procurement of goods and services are not allowed under this program, it should be stated in the solicitation document. If they are allowed, it must be clear that it is only for necessary items to assist in accomplishing grant objectives and guidelines should be provided. Guidelines can include obtaining quotations and competition, is there anything that would be considered ineligible and if so list this, does the Government of Azerbaijan have any procurement regulations for goods and services that must be followed, inventory requirements, and disposition of equipment at the conclusion of the grant activity.

Post Award Grants Management

Just as important as all the steps required to award the grant, post award grant management plays a critical role in the success of the grant program. Good monitoring and oversight can help avoid problems. For example, the NGO Council wouldn’t want to discover in the final stages of a grant that a grantee didn’t achieve all technical milestones but has run out of funding.

We discussed financial management above as an ongoing requirement in managing the grants program but there are also other essential elements involved in effective oversight. Keep in mind that post award management has everything to do with the resources the NGO Council devotes to this effort. It is suggested that resources be identified up front to take on these tasks and that post award grant management is addressed in the grants manual in terms of roles and responsibilities. Post award management can be scaled up or down depending upon the resources and the desired level of control. Essential elements of post award management include:

· Financial management – discussed above

· Monitoring and evaluation – The Proposal Format Guidelines mention information about the project beneficiaries, expected results, project monitoring and sustainability, and project evaluation. These are all consistent with performance based grants however in many cases, grantees may not have the best systems in place to track and produce this information in a meaningful and accurate way. It is suggested that the NGO Council provide a reporting template to include these topics and that further the NGO Council provide training during a general orientation session including the basics of monitoring and evaluation, how to promote sustainability, constituency outreach in terms of grantee beneficiaries, etc.  This general orientation session has additional benefits such as promoting transparency and providing an initial networking opportunity.

· Technical oversight – This includes monitoring activity implementation, verification of grant results, reviewing reports, conducting site visits and meeting with beneficiaries (time and resource permitting), and accepting and approving of reports and accomplishments identified in the implementation plan that are tied to tranches.

· Roles and responsibilities – An overarching issue regarding post award management is roles and responsibilities. If personnel to conduct financial and technical oversight are not clearly identified with their roles and responsibilities ironed out, it is likely that significant issues can fall through the cracks impacting the overall success of the program and the reputation of the NGO Council.

· Close Out – Close out is the process by which the NGO Council determines that all applicable technical and financial requirements of the grant have been satisfactorily completed in accordance with all the terms and conditions of the grant. It is recommended that each grant award be closed out on a rolling basis after final deliverables are produced and approved including the Final Report mentioned in the Guidelines document. A best practice is for the grantee and the NGO Council to sign a grantee completion certificate (sample attached in Annex C) in which both parties confirm that all technical, administrative, and financial aspects of the grant have been completed and that neither the NGO Council nor the grantee has any further obligations of any nature regarding the grant.

Avoidance of Conflict of Interest and Ethics

Even the appearance of favoritism or a potential conflict of interest can do lasting damage to the overall success of the grants program and the NGO Council’s reputation. This is true throughout the grant life cycle but especially in the evaluation and award stages. Conflict of interest certifications discussed above and attached as Annex B, assist in bringing this issue to the table. Throughout this document, features of a transparent grants management system are discussed. Central to everything is to have policies and procedures written down and stick with them (the grants manual), and if the NGO Council has to make any exceptions to the system document the justification.

Also if the structure of the NGO Council allows it, it is recommended to structure the grant management processes to ensure a division of authority, meaning that the person managing the technical aspect of the grant is not the person handing the disbursements, and someone else should approve the disbursements as an extra check of objectivity. 
A final recommendation is to openly discuss conflict of interest and ethical issues so that NGO Council staff feel comfortable thinking critically about an issue and questioning a decision in terms of how it might appear to others.
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ANNEX B
certification and Agreement for the use and Disclosure of APplications & conflict of Interest
The State Council on Assistance to NGO’s Under the Auspices of the Republic of Azerbaijan requires that anyone attending the evaluation committee meeting (voting and non-voting members) or anyone with access to application documents for the purposes of this program sign the following certification as a prerequisite to participating in this program. 
Certification and Agreement for the Use and Disclosure of Applications & Conflict of Interest

All individuals who sit on an evaluation committee or who otherwise have access to application documents for a grant shall use this form prior to the committee meeting to indicate they do not have a conflict of interest with the proposals being evaluated. 
CERTIFICATION AND AGREEMENT FOR THE USE AND DISCLOSURE OF APPLICATIONS

With respect to application(s) submitted by [name of organization] to undertake [state the name of the activity], the undersigned hereby agrees and certifies to the following:


1.  I will use the proposal(s) and all information therein other than information otherwise available without restriction, for evaluation purposes only.  I will safeguard the proposal(s) and will not disclose them, or any information contained in them (other than information otherwise available without restriction), except as directed or approved by the NGO Council.

2.  I will ensure that any authorized restrictive legends placed on the proposals by prospective recipients, will be applied to any reproduction, or abstract of information, made by me.

3.  Upon completing the evaluation, I will return all copies of the proposals, and any abstracts thereof, to the NGO Council office that initially furnished them to me.

4.  Unless authorized by the NGO Council in advance in writing I will not, ‑‑ whether before, during, or after the evaluation ‑‑ contact any prospective contractor, subcontractor, grantee or their employees, representatives or agents, concerning any aspect of the proposal.

5.  I have carefully reviewed my employment (past, present and under consideration) and financial interests, as well as those of my household family members.  Based on this review, I certify, to the best of my knowledge and belief as of the date indicated below, that I either (1) have no actual or potential conflict of interest, personal or organizational, that could diminish my capacity to perform an impartial and objective evaluation of the proposals, or that might otherwise result in an unfair competitive advantage to one or more grant recipients, or (2) have fully disclosed all such conflicts to the NGO Council, and will comply fully, subject to termination of my evaluation services, with any instructions by the NGO Council to mitigate, avoid, or neutralize conflicts(s).  I understand that I will also be under a continuing obligation to disclose, and act as instructed concerning, such conflicts discovered at any time prior to the completion of the evaluation.




Signature:   

________________________  




Name Typed or Printed:  ________________________




Date:


  ________________________

ANNEX C Grant Completion Certificate
Number: 

Title: 

Grantee: 

With reference to the Grant Agreement that was entered into with the NGO Council, in my capacity as the Grantee Agent, I hereby certify that:

Technical Completion—With reference to all material aspects of our technical proposal, and any subsequent jointly agreed-upon modification(s), my organization has achieved the stated grant objective and verifiable results as presented in our Grant Application (see Items X, Y, Z, ), with the exception of the following:

*****Nil*****

Financial Plan—With reference to our Financial Reports, the final reconciliation is as follows:

	Total Approved
	Total Reimbursed
	Variance
	Action Required or Resolution Agreement

	
	
	
	None


Grant Activity Final Report—With reference to Grant Agreement clause   XX, the subject report has been submitted and accepted by the NGO Council.

Thus, it is hereby agreed by the grantee and NGO Council that all technical, administrative, and financial aspects of the referenced Grant Agreement, with the exception of XXXX, have been brought to a condition of completion, and as such, neither the Grantee nor NGO Council has any further obligations of any nature with regard to the Grant Agreement.

	On Behalf of the Grantee:
	On Behalf of the NGO Council:

	




	






NGO Council Close-out Clearance

	Close-out 
	Yes
	No
	Initial

	Grantee Activity Final Report has been received, reviewed, and accepted by NGO Council.
	
	
	NN

	Site monitoring and evaluation reports are on file.
	
	
	NN

	Grant file is complete, accurate, and ready for closure.
	
	
	NN

	Grant financial records have been reconciled and there are no outstanding issues.
	
	
	NN


Financial Reconciliation Close-out Clearance
____________________________







Accountant

Technical Close-out Clearance


____________________________








Director of Field Operations




Administrative Close-out Clearance

____________________________

Director of F&A

Date of File/Grant Closure  ____________________
ANNEX D – Recommendations of Tools from the OECD-DAC Guidelines on Strengthening Procurement Capacities in Developing Countries

Major Themes in NGO Council Grant Program Recommendations and the OECD-DAC Guidelines

Many of the recommendations about the functioning of the grants program reflect some of the major themes of this document on strengthening procurement capacities. Several are highlighted below:

1) Capacity development – The recommendations document discusses capacity development of the organizations who will be grant recipients but not capacity development of the NGO Council. But they are equally important and co-dependent. Without sufficient capacity of the NGO Council, effective monitoring and oversight will not take place and the overall grant program will suffer. For the purposes of the NGO Council managing this particular grants program, capacity building will be judged by their ability to run a transparent solicitation, evaluation, award, and management process for the grants program. This includes details such as everyone understanding evaluation criteria and improving their ability to objectively evaluate proposals, negotiating budgets so that only necessary costs are included, documenting decisions each step of the way, and dealing with conflict of interest situations head on. Much of this capacity development can be assessed in the assessment tool to evaluate performance at the procuring entity level discussed in the specific tools section below.

2) Monitoring and evaluation – Each grant will have a monitoring and evaluation component. The challenge then is for the NGO Council to determine how they will monitor the overall effectiveness of the grants program in achieving desired results. This will entail determining baseline indicators to assess the strengths and weaknesses of the NGO Council’s processes and systems including monitoring and reporting systems (technical and financial), communications and outreach, and transparency. The NGO Council should be monitoring no less than is required by the grantees.

2) Communication of procurement reform - Chapter I focuses on how to develop a better communications strategy to attract greater attention to procurement issues and procurement reforms.  Addressing communication strategies in a micro-format, the recommendations document suggests that the NGO Council use a public website to publish questions and answers regarding the solicitation. This is a simple tool to gain the public’s confidence in the procurement process. It can be easily monitored and effectiveness assessed by counting the number of hits on the website and asking applicants after the fact if they found the format and information useful.

3) Effective use of resources -  The OECD-DAC document concludes time and again that strengthening procurement capacity results in more effective use of resources. This is an obvious conclusion and this is taken into account throughout the recommendations document. For example, the notion of performance based grants and only reimbursing organizations who have accomplished a technical milestone is fundamental to using resources effectively. And negotiating the budgets carefully and requiring the submission of receipts all contribute to an effective use of resources.  Highlighting the effective use of resources can easily be done through a website discussed above for the second round of grant activities.

4) The Torchlight and elements of a mainstreamed procurement strategy – Figure 1.1, Torchlight, (page 23) contains the essential elements that will result from a mainstreamed procurement strategy. Most of these results are addressed in the recommendation document including competition, transparency, and professional procurement operations in the direct procurement impact category, more effective use of public funds and greater value for money in the economic impact category, and improved reputation for government institutions in the social impact category. The work of the NGO Council will be seen as a trial for mainstreamed procurement strategy especially since the work covers broad technical subject matters and involves non governmental organizations and civil society as the “clients.”

5) Accountability - Who is holding the NGO Council accountable? Procurement reform means ultimately the citizens of Azerbaijan are holding the NGO Council accountable for the successful management of the grants program. On a more micro level however, who are some of the stakeholders that the NGO Council must consider. First and foremost is the President’s office in which the Council was formed but there are also national institutions such as oversight bodies, the business community, civil society, and the donor community for which the NGO Council is accountable. It is the membership of these stakeholders, chosen in a transparent manner (almost certainly to include the donor community to provide outside perspective) who should take the charge in conducting an assessment to evaluate procurement performance for the NGO Council’s grant program. One of the recommendations for the NGO Council is to form an evaluation committee composed of multi-stakeholders, with the understanding of course, that there are no conflicts of interest. A multi-stakeholder evaluation committee can lend additional credibility to the evaluation process.

Specific tools
This section summarizes two tools described in the OECD-DAC document that will further promote the procurement integrity of the NGO Council. The fact that the NGO Council falls under the auspices of the President’s office underscores the need to utilize objective tools with proven methodologies to illustrate procurement reform at the highest level of government. It is not the intention that these tools are implemented to the letter. They can be mixed and matched to serve the purposes of promoting procurement reform for the NGO Council. The two tools are briefly described below.

Baseline Indicator Tool

The first tool is called the baseline indicators tool. This tool broadly describes the key elements of a well functioning procurement system. Key baseline indicators are used to identify strengths and weaknesses in procurement initiatives. The tool is not designed to measure performance per se, rather it identifies where the existing systems fail to achieve established baselines and it helps to inform discussions on where to focus limited capacity and resources in developing a strategy to strengthen the system. This tool is described on pages 56-70. 

There are four key pillars to organize the basic elements as follows: legislative and regulatory reform, institutional framework and management capacity, procurement operations and market practices, and the integrity of the public procurement system. Within each pillar are several indicators that include for example, the existence of ethics and anti-corruption measures, existence of contract administration and dispute resolution procedures, and the existence of effective control and audit systems, for a total of 12 indicators. Each of these indicators are defined to supply a broad overview of the comparative strengths and weaknesses of the system and are not designed to simply be answered with a “yes” or “no.”

The key activity is to define baseline levels against which the existing elements will be compared with respect toe ach of the agreed indicators. The baseline is meant to represent a desirable “good practice” standard under each indicator. Evaluators can assign numeric weights to indicators or use scoring systems to track changes over time supplemented with text. Each pillar is described along with a description of the baseline. For example, indicator 9 is effective control and audit system and one of the baselines is 

“Auditors are sufficiently informed about procurement requirements and controls systems to conduct quality audits that contribute to compliance.”

The methodology to use the system includes the following five steps (simplified for the purposes of this document):

1) Compare the existing elements of the procurement system to the baseline and complete a narrative report describing the differences.

2) Determine who conducts the assessment – It can be a self-assessment by the procurement entity, a joint assessment involving a donor, or an external assessment with only the donor.

3) Compare the assessment to existing data from the Country Procurement Assessment Review (CPAR), if applicable.

4) Determine frequency of assessments – The recommendation is every 3-5 years however for the purposes of the NGO council, it is recommended that the assessment (or a modified version) be conducted after each round of grants are completed.

5) Determine who will have access to the results. All key stakeholders should have access to the results in a transparent manner.

6) Use the results to open a dialogue about procurement reform among key stakeholders.

7) Agree to continue to collect performance data to monitor performance and the impact of changes to the existing system.

8) Ensure commitment on the part of key stakeholders and strengthened capacity to use the tool.

Data Collection and Performance Assessment System

The second tool is the assessment tool which is part of the performance assessment system to be used to evaluate the NGO Council’s performance implementing the grants program. The system is targeted at oversight and management of entities conducing procurement, like the NGO Council. The tool is also intended to be a management tool to identify areas of strengths and weaknesses and to monitor changes over time.

The assessment tool described on pages 76-80, uses excel as a platform, to measure a set of key organizational and management criteria (Key Performance Criteria, KPCs) to ensure that procurement is conducted efficiently. The four main areas covered are the management system of the NGO Council, the design of the program to be procured, the procurement process itself, and contract management. The tool is designed primarily as a self-assessment tool but can also be used by independent evaluators. At this point, the recommendation is for data to be collected specific to the NGO Council as a pilot to show improvements over time. If this works, the same data can be collected for other procurement entities in Azerbaijan and compared. In order for this tool to work, there must be commitment on the part of the government, sufficient human resources, comprehensive training and ownership, and appropriate planning an organization.
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Features of a Transparent Grants Management System





Defined eligibility requirements


Defined application review and evaluation process


Objective oversight


Adherence to approved systems


Mitigation of personal and organizational conflict of interest


Division of authorities





Elements of Cost Share





Should be used to support or contribute to the achievement of results


Applied to the entire grant


Percentage or amount becomes a requirement in the grant agreement


Verifiable from the grantee’s records


Are necessary and reasonable to accomplish grant objectives





Role of A Non-Voting Member of Evaluation Committee





Provides administrative and regulatory guidance to the panel


Investigates and determines matters regarding confidentiality and/or conflict of interest


Processes all communications to and from an applicant


Makes final determination with respect to administrative compliance


Analyzes pricing for allowability


Receives the findings of the Review Panel


Convenes the permanent Grants Committee


Negotiates grant awards as instructed by the Grants Committee


Maintains the permanent solicitation files
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