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I. [bookmark: _Toc367350034][bookmark: _Toc367350227][bookmark: _Toc370804051][bookmark: TOC315465544][bookmark: _Toc358905300]Project Overview
Poverty and social vulnerability increase the risk of contracting HIV/AIDS for individuals, and HIV/AIDS itself can perpetuate a cycle of poverty. But the effects of the disease reach beyond the individuals infected, increasing economic vulnerability and heightening exposure to health risks for their children and households as well. This can be especially true for girls, who face even higher levels of vulnerability. Traditional economic strengthening (ES) programs, such as microfinance and workforce training, effectively target the economically-active general population, but they do not adequately serve the distinct needs of vulnerable children and other highly at-risk populations at the household level.  What is needed are specialized interventions to strengthen household economic stability and promote better health outcomes for these populations.
With the support of USAID and PEPFAR, FHI 360 has assembled a consortium of leading organizations and experts to address the needs of such populations under the Accelerating Strategies for Practical Innovation & Research in Economic Strengthening (ASPIRES) project. The primary goal of the project is to support gender-sensitive programming, research, and learning to improve the economic security of highly vulnerable individuals, families and children infected or affected by HIV/AIDS, as well as key populations at high risk of acquiring HIV.  ASPIRES will focus on efficient provision of technical assistance (TA) to scale up high-quality interventions in the areas of consumption support, money management, and income promotion.  The project will also focus on design and implementation of rigorous research to evaluate programs and inform a new understanding of best practices in ES.
Hallmarks of the ASPIRES approach include:
· Using current evidence and state-of-the-art approaches to promote scalable, high-quality programming.
· Carrying out research science to expand the evidence base and promote innovation.
· Building the capacity of national stakeholders to implement evidence-based programming as well as to monitor and evaluate programs.
· Coordinating with other donors, local and national governments, and global partners.
· Integrating an explicit gender perspective in research, tools, policy and standards recommendations, and technical assistance.

II. [bookmark: _Toc370804052]Q4 FY2013 Overview
Due to an extended negotiation over details of the cooperative agreement, the award was fully executed on August 6.  Consequently, ASPIRES was in place for less than one full quarter in FY2013. This report addresses activities from award execution through September 30, 2013. 
The major activities undertaken during that time were start-up activities, in particular the drafting of the Y1 Work Plan and the project Performance Monitoring Plan (PMP).  Those and all other start-up activities are described in Section III below.  In addition, a limited amount of “advance” work on other project activities was undertaken.  Progress made in those areas is detailed below Sections IV and V.

III. [bookmark: _Toc370804053]Start-up Activity
Staffing
All team members were identified prior to award execution and began work on the ASPIRES project within 14 days of full execution of the agreement.    
Initial Deliverables
The first three months of the project include production of four key planning documents: 1) the Start-up Plan; 2) the Partial-year Work Plan; 3) the first annual Work Plan; and 4) the PMP.  Deadlines for the initial deliverables were pegged to the award partial execution date of July 1. All were delivered and accepted in under 60 days, in accordance with the established deadlines, indicated below.
	Task
	Deadline

	Start-up Plan
	August 26

	Partial-Year Work Plan (USG FY2013)
	September 10

	Work Plan (USG FY2014)
	October 1

	Performance Monitoring Plan
	October 1



The Work Plan and PMP in particular were the product of intensive dialogues and negotiations between the ASPIRES team and USAID staff (both HOP and COP) that extended over the first month and a half, right up to deadline of October 1.  The resulting submission accurately reflected all programmatic input received by that date, as well as ASPIRES’ own ambitions to enact particular activities.
Partner Engagement
The ASPIRES team began its planned outreach to members of the ASPIRES consortium with an introductory email that requested clarifications of each partner’s capacities and interests for engagement on the ASPIRES project.  We will be following up with one-on-one meetings with all interested partners in Q1 FY2014. 
Administrative/Other Tasks
In Q4 FY2013, ASPIRES produced drafts of two “fact-sheet”-type documents that will be employed extensively in project marketing, once finalized in early Q1 FY2014.  In addition, we moved forward on initial planning for project branding and a project website, both drawing on internal design capacities at FHI 360.  (The concrete work on branding and website will begin in earnest after the Y1 Work Plan is approved, in Q1 FY2014.)  ASPIRES also made critical administrative decisions on structure and function of the Technical Advisory Committee (as laid out in the Y1 Work Plan), and carried out some initial discussion on likely TAC members.

IV. [bookmark: _Toc369824687][bookmark: _Toc370804054]Activities Supported by Core (HOP) Funds 
[bookmark: _Toc369824688][bookmark: _Toc370804055]Gender TWG
[bookmark: _Toc369824689][bookmark: _Toc370804056]Research/pilot of integrated social empowerment & savings-led microfinance
The Gender TWG at USAID intends to support a pilot and evaluation of one or more programs to integrate savings-led microfinance and social empowerment programs for women and girls.  A literature review was discussed in Q4 FY2013 as the first step in the project, to determine what such programs already exist and what evidence has been collected of their effects.  ASPIRES initiated work on the literature review in Q4 FY2013, though it was subsequently halted at the request of USAID, as it was felt that more USAID staff associated with the working group needed to weigh in on the plan.

[bookmark: _Toc369824690][bookmark: _Toc370804057]HIV Prevention for Key Populations TWG
[bookmark: _Toc369824691][bookmark: _Toc370804058]Research into economic management strategies of female sex workers
The HIV Prevention for Key Populations Technical Working Group intends to support research on the economic lives of female sex workers, to determine what financial services may help this population, particularly as related to improved health outcomes.  Like the Gender TWG project, the first step is expected to be a literature review to determine what economic outreach to female sex workers already exists and what is known about the financial strategies/needs of this population.  To that end, in Q4 FY2013 USAID facilitated an ASPIRES meeting with researchers from American University and the Gates Foundation—experts who have conducted major research in this area already.  The literature review itself was put on temporary hold until USAID staff are able to fully review ASPIRES’ proposed approach to the topic.



[bookmark: _Toc370804059]Other HOP Funds
In the quarter, ASPIRES was made aware of the following TWGs’ interest in engaging ASPIRES’ services, but activities have not yet advanced beyond concept and very initial discussions:
· OVC TWG
· OVC-related activities with a global reach
· PMTCT TWG 
· The economic dimensions of PMTCT

V. [bookmark: _Toc369824696][bookmark: _Toc370804060]Activities Supported by Country-Specific (COP) Funds
[bookmark: _Toc367350037][bookmark: _Toc367350230][bookmark: _Toc369824697][bookmark: _Toc370804061]Mozambique
[bookmark: _Toc367350038][bookmark: _Toc367350231][bookmark: _Toc369824698][bookmark: _Toc370804062]Needs assessment/portfolio review
Mozambique is the first site of field activities, based on the USAID mission’s early commitment to ASPIRES.  The first activity planned is a needs assessment/portfolio review, as outlined initially in a SOW provided by the mission.  The work that occurred in Q4 FY2013 included: 1) several conversations with mission and HOP staff to help flesh out the assessment’s intent and design; 2) collection of desk review materials related to Mozambique; and 3) planning for an exploratory visit to Mozambique early in Q1 FY2014. The needs assessment will help determine the scope of follow-on technical assistance later in FY2014.
[bookmark: _Toc367350040][bookmark: _Toc367350233][bookmark: _Toc369824700]
[bookmark: _Toc370804063]Cote d’Ivoire
[bookmark: _Toc367350041][bookmark: _Toc367350234][bookmark: _Toc369824701][bookmark: _Toc370804064]Vulnerability assessment
Cote d’Ivoire is another early project field site, with several activities planned in collaboration with the USAID mission.  The first field activity is expected to be an economic vulnerability assessment commencing by Q2 FY2014.  The Q4 FY2013 period focused on mission outreach to help flesh out the mission’s interests in this area and begin discussions of timeline.  A key conclusion reached as a result of these discussions with USAID was that the OVC TWG commitment would help support a methodological desk review of vulnerability assessments in Q1 FY2014, which would then provide the foundation for the field implementation in Cote d’Ivoire.  
[bookmark: _Toc367350042][bookmark: _Toc367350235][bookmark: _Toc369824702][bookmark: _Toc370804065]Pilot activity for ES with sex workers 
Another project requested for Cote d’Ivoire is a pilot/evaluation of integrated outreach services for commercial sex workers.  It is expected that this project will build upon the findings of research into the financial lives of commercial sex workers supported by the Gender TWG; as such, pilot planning did not begin in Q4 FY2013 and will not likely begin until the latter half of FY2014.  However, one topic discussed at some length in Q4 FY2013 was the mission’s request that ASPIRES provide core clinical services to sex workers in Cote d’Ivoire as a precursor to any economic development pilot.  ASPIRES has liaised with the FHI 360 global health team based in Cote d’Ivoire, which is quite well-placed and interested in providing such services under ASPIRES.  We will continue to explore the implications of this request in Q1 FY2014.

[bookmark: _Toc370804066]Additional COP Funds
In the quarter, ASPIRES was made aware of the interest of the following missions in engaging ASPIRES’ services, but activities have not yet advanced beyond concept and very initial discussions:
· Malawi
· Pilot and evaluation on integrating ANC/PMTCT services with Savings Groups (SG)
· Tanzania
· Evaluating Social Protection (SP) programming for vulnerable children and young mothers
· Evaluating the ES portfolio for vulnerable populations
· Botswana
· Evaluation of SG programs
· Cost assessment
· Rwanda
· [bookmark: _Toc369824708]Evaluation of ES programs

VI. [bookmark: _Toc370804067]Success Stories
ASPIRES respectfully declines to provide success stories for this first report, as the project’s first month and a half focused on administration and planning.  The period included no technical assistance, and research activities were limited to very preliminary desk review work.  We did not undertake any field visits during this time and had no interaction with implementing partners or beneficiaries. The most notable success in the project’s initial quarter was completing initial deliverables to a high quality standard in approximately half the anticipated time, due to the extended contracting negotiations. 

VII. [bookmark: _Toc370804068]Best Practices and Opportunities for Scale-Up 
Generally we offer the same response here as Section VI above.  One point that we do wish to make regarding best practices is that the project already has embarked on a tradition of well-researched, evidence-based approaches to research and practice.  The literature review/methodological review planned and initiated under the Gender TWG and Key Populations TWG core funds demonstrates this commitment.  We do not develop research or pilots by relying on established approaches we can simply “pull off the shelf;” rather, we systematically review and carefully consider all options before deciding on a course of action.  This will be the ASPIRES way throughout the project’s five years.

VIII. [bookmark: _Toc370804069]Challenges/Proposed Solutions
One challenge that ASPIRES has confronted starting in Q4 FY2013 stems from the request from the USAID Cote d’Ivoire mission for ASPIRES to provide core clinical services to the commercial sex workers served by USAID programming there.  The ASPIRES team wholly agrees on the need for such services, but we continue to have concerns that the activity may represent “mission drift” for a project dedicated to economic development, with no particular expertise in global health.  The solution proposed thus far is twofold: 1) to ensure that the project’s AOR is aware of these concerns and remains fully behind the idea; and 2) to establish an internal partnership with global health experts from the Cote D’Ivoire office of FHI 360 to provide these services.  We feel this potential internal partnership and the confidence that comes with it will be critical to incorporating this activity. The FHI 360 team in Cote d’Ivoire has over 10 years of experience providing exactly these kinds of services to precisely this key population.  We are confident that the Cote d’Ivoire team will uphold the highest standards in service provision in any subsequent agreement, while requiring a minimum of hands-on managerial input directly from the ASPIRES team.
Another challenge that has quickly emerged in the project’s first months is how best to manage the project’s extended consortium of partners.  Our strategy/proposed solution is still in its formative stage, but early ideas include dividing the consortium into “pillars” of expertise to enable targeted RFPs on specific projects.  We also have plans for ongoing but not overly burdensome engagement of partners over the coming year and subsequent years, including a quarterly newsletter and in-person meetings and events in Washington.
A final challenge noted is the volume of commitments and requested activities from USAID.  It is clear that this volume will stretch the capacities of the project team’s six permanent members (most of whom are not 100 percent on ASPIRES).  Our proposed solution, at least for the project’s early phase, is to seek additional coverage in the form of internal and external Short-Term TA.  The STTA resources within FHI 360 are particularly rich and relevant to key needs such as research design and management.  We will not aim to expand the team’s permanent staffing at this time, mostly because it is unclear whether this volume of work will persist through the project’s five-year life, or whether this early phase represents a workload “bubble” linked to the project’s newness and novelty.

IX. [bookmark: _Toc370804070] Upcoming Events and Activities
Key activities in Q1 FY2014 will include:
	Activity Area
	Event/Activity
	Projected Completion Date

	Mozambique
	Planning visit for portfolio review in Mozambique.
	October 28, 2013

	Outreach
	Team attendance at the SEEP Conference.
	November 8, 2013

	Cote d’Ivoire
	Scope of work defined and internal partnership established for FHI 360 to provide core clinical services to commercial sex workers in Cote d’Ivoire (pending agreement with the USAID Cote d’Ivoire mission).
	November 20, 2013

	Malawi
	Substantive planning for Malawi PMTCT pilot and evaluation.
	November 30, 2013

	Mozambique
	Desktop review completed.
	December 6, 2013

	Mozambique
	Hiring of consultants completed for Mozambique portfolio review.
	December 10, 2013

	Outreach
	One-on-one meetings with all interested consortium partners.
	December 15, 2013

	OVC TWG
	Completion of methodological desk review for vulnerability assessments, with methodological brief disseminated.
	December 20, 2013

	Gender TWG
	Substantial progress on social empowerment literature review (pending USAID green light).
	December 31, 2013

	Key Populations TWG
	Substantial progress on commercial sex worker literature review (pending USAID green light).
	December 31, 2013

	Outreach
	Project branding and website design complete.
	December 31, 2013
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