

Kazakhstan – Higher Education Anti-corruption Project





Project Completion Assessment

CSO Name: 

Kazakh Private Foundation for Development of Civil Society (PFDSC)

Project Title:

Higher Eduction Anti-corruption Project

Grant Amount:
US$ 26,400.00

Dates of 

Implementation:
January 2012 – December 2012

PTF Project Advsior: Franz Kaps

PCA Author: 

Franz Kaps

Date of PCA: 

December 23, 2012

Overview:

The project was designed to assess the impact of corruption at two private Kazakh universities:  Kazakh American University and Kunaev University, both located at Alamaty, Kazakhstan's economic center. Both universities have about 2000 students, each. 

The project was implemented by the Kazakh Private Foundation for Development of Civil Society (PFDSC). The project manager and - as it turned out during the implementation of the project – largely sole individual involved in the project was PFDSC's Executive Director, a lawyer and part time lecturer at Kazakh American University. 

PFDSC's Executive Director was recommended to PTF by several international NGOs with whom she had collaborated on a number of projects, none dealing directly with the fight against corruption. In the summer of 2011 she visited Washington, invited by the US State Department, and met on this occasion with Dan Ritchie, PTF President, and Richard Stern, PTF Regional Coordinator for Europe and Central Asia. During the meeting she explained that many Kazakh universities are plagued by corrupt practices and presented her ideas on how a project, sponsored by her NGO, could analyze the dimensions of corruption on the basis of a pilot project at the two small universities. 

Franz Kaps, who during his time as a World Bank staff had worked, among other on and in Kazakhstan as well as other Central Asia countries and who is a lawyer by training, was asked to serve as Project Advisor for the project. Neither Dan Ritchie, Richard Stern nor Franz Kaps ever visited Kazakhstan during the project implementation period. The May 2012 PTF workshop among active PTF grant recipients from Europe and Central Asia was the only occasion for the project advisor to personally meet PFDSC's Executive Director.

During the entire project cycle, communications between PFDSC and the project advisor took place through EM exchanges and skype conversations only. One major difficulty has been throughout that communications were not easy as neither of the main interlocutors for PTF and PFDSC were fluent in both english and russian.   This complicated dialogue with PFDCS and resulted in numerous searches for clarifications. Another difficulty was the frequent lack of understanding and appreciation what obligations PFDSC had undertaken when signing the grant agreement. This is essentially due to the lack of and infrequent exposure of most NGOS from the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), i.e. the successor states to the Former Soviet Union, to Western „standards“. An additional and, perhaps, even more important issue having an impact on the project has been the fact that corruption is widespread in Kazakhstan and often „practiced“ at senior levels of government. Whoever is openly talking about corruption is running the risk of entering into serious conflict with state institutions and the resulting consequences. Thus, in hindsight, one might argue that it was „too early“ for PTF to get engaged in Kazakhstan.

Partly for these reasons and as further elaborated below, the project outcome has to be rated as „partially unsatisfactory“ and rated „2“ in terms of outcome, impact and sustainability. As a result, the initial idea of moving to a second phase has been abandonned.

One factor which has to be underlined is that, different from most, if not all, other PTF projects, no supervision mission to Kazakhstan has taken place to get an outside view of what happened on the ground and to verify whether the activities funded under the grant have been carried out in accordance with the grant agreement. The project advisor had to satisfy himself with respective assurances by PFDSC's Executive Director as well as of its „chief financial officer“ - probably also a one person finance department. The project has not been audited by an independent auditor since, according to PFDSC, there are no local auditors who would have carried out such an audit at a price „affordable“ to PFDSC. Finally, again different from most other PTF projects, the PCA was prepared by the project advisor and not by somebody unassociated with the project.

Approach and Project Design:

The elaboration of the project took about 6 months. PFDSC had initially requested PTF funding of close to US$ 50,000. However, as it became apparent that PFDSC would first have to be tested so as to determine how effective it would be, it was decided to split the original proposal into two phases:

· the first phase would consist of data collection, interviews and surveys, the design preparation of anti-corruption posters, independent questionnaire in preparation of targeted anti-corruption training seminars,  targeted towards university administrators and lecturers, parents and student representatives of the two pilot universities. The first phase was expected to be implemented during a six months period;

· subject to a successful implementation of the first phase and approval of a respective funding request by the PTF Committee, a second phase consisting of detailed training programs was to follow.

The project was to be disbursed in three tranches:

· a first tranche of US$ 10,000 was disbursed on December 19, 2011 upon signature of the grant agreement on December 8, 2011;

· the second tranche of US$ 10,000 was to be released after PFDSC had submitted to PDF, as a condition for the release (as stipulated in Section 3 b) of the Grant Agreement) a „brief report on progress made in the implementation of the project showing that the following activities have been completed satisfactorily as regards anti-corruption data collection, anti-corruption surveys and interviews, design and issue of anti-corruption poster, anti-corruption questionnaire”; the disbursement took place on May 23, 2012.

· the third and last tranche of US$ 6,400 was to be disbursed on receipt from PFDSC of a “satisfactory project completion report that describes and assesses the project achievements, including an assessment of the project's impact and a final statement of project expenditures, certified by the chief financial officer of PFDSC”. The disbursement took place on November 13, 2012.

PFDSC was to provide US$ 3000 equivalent as counterpart contribution to the total project cost which was accounted against PFDSC putting at the disposal of the project computers and printers.

Project Implementation:

As mentioned in the overview section, project implementation suffered from the very beginning from the weak capacity of PFDSC. It appears to be literally a one person NGO, with its Executive Director having the impossible task to manage this project as well as several other activities related to the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), an international lawyers association as well as several international NGOs. This also required occasional travel for her, causing a much longer project implementation than originally scheduled. The way in which PFDSC is managed is somewhat „typical“ for nascent CSOs in most CIS countries where there is only a limited number of individuals who speak a foreign language, have the „skills“ to get foreign donors to support them and, because of generally very low salaries, take on more jobs and responsibilities than they should and can cope with. 

In the end, the project took almost one year, rather than six months to be completed. Even though there was one major actor funded under the project – the sociologist who was in charge of the surveys and interviews with a „representative“ sample of lecturers, administrators, and student representatives from the two pilot universities -, it was up to PFDSC's Executive Director to translate these reports into English so that the project advisor was able to understand them. Here again, the project advisor had frequent exchanges with PFDSC's Executive Director  to fully understand the results of the work of the sociologist. Prior to the engagement of the sociologist (there are no records or evidence of the qualifications and experience of the sociologist), PFDSC's Executive Director  and the project advisor had frequent back and forth exchanges on a series of draft questionnaires which served as the basis for the surveys and interviews, later carried out by the sociologist. Already at that stage, it became apparent that PFDSC and PTF did not always see eye to eye how to properly phrase questions concerning corrupt behavior and practices at the two pilot universities. 

The second tranche was only disbursed in on may 23, 2012 after repeated exchanges between PFDSC and the project advisor  until evidence was submitted which was considered sufficient to comply with the tranche release conditions. Discussions got even more difficult as regards the conditions for the release of the third tranche, especially the submission of a „poject completion report“. It took several iterations until a PCR was put together which was marginally satisfactory but which failed to properly address the project's „impact“. This is not because of „bad will“ but because, for reasons explained in the next section, it was almost impossible for PFDSC to openly talk about „impact“ given the overall „country circumstances“.

It should also be noted that at mid-term of the project PFDSC requested a reallocation of the budget to account for the higher cost of the sociologist and additional travel expenses. In return, PTF funding for PFDSC operating expenses was reduced by taking into account lower cost for the purchase of lap tops as well as a separate grant from Norway to support PFDSC overall administrative expenses. At the time that the budget reallocation was approved in mid June 2012 by the PTF Committee, the budget numbers were also corrected to ensure that the totals matched, a shortcoming when the orginal budget was approved in December 2011 and one which had been missed at that time by both the project advisor as well as the PTF staff.

Outcomes, Impact and Sustainability:

In terms of outcome, the project had rather limited results which are rated as partially satisfactory or 2 on the rating scale.

The results of the surveys and interviews clearly revealed that talking about „corruption“ in Kazakhstan is, at best, difficult and most likely even dangerous. Several of the interviewees indicated that they were „afraid“ to talk about corruption; others simply did not want to  answer the questionnaire and, if so, only anonymously. In this kind of environment it is extremely difficult, if not impossible to engage in an anti-corruption project. 

Thus, part of the „blame“ for the „partially unsatisfactory“ outcome has to be borne by PTF. Probably, PTF was too „opportunistic“ to pilot into unknown territory, without first testing the ground by talking to other NGOs or development institutions more familiar with the country.

Moreover, it might have been a mistake to choose PFDSC as the sole CSO in charge of the project rather than to have requested/suggested that it should join forces with another Kazkh CSO with a proven track record and experience in dealing with foreign donors. While PFDSC's Executive Director did as good a job as she possibly could in handling the project, she was apparently the only person within PFDSC who dealt with the project. Before approving the project, PTF should probably have asked for more information on PFDCS staff – there is no evidence that it has more professional staff than the Executive Director and the „chief financial officer“. PTF should probably have asked another Kazakh CSO, such as TI Kazakhstan, to come up with a judgement on PFDSC's record and credentials. Also, as mentioned before, there was no way to assess the qualifications and performance  of the sociologist who carried out the surveys and interviews for the project.

The ultimate question is whether it was not too early for PTF to get engaged in trying to tackle corruption at Kazakhstan's higher education sector. Like other CIS and especially Central Asia countries, Kazakhstan has a long way to go to meet „Western“ good governance and rule of law standards. Those that „venture out“ to try to improve such standards are doing so often at the risk of being imprisoned. It is asking for too much to have a small CSO making a dent. Also, the „culture“ of open dialogue which exists elsewhere is still not much developed in Kazakhstan.

Nevertheless, as a result of surveys involving about 500 and in depth-interviews with 100 students, lecturers and administrators at the two pilot universities, the project comes up with some conclusions and recommendations which PFDSC will hopefully use to push, within its limits, the discussion on fighting corruption at the higher education sector forward; namely to

· open the recruitment process for university lecturers and administrators to greater competition and transparency;

· make the university admission and scholarship system more efficient and transparent;

· provide for continuous training of top university administrators, lecturers, student and parent representatives on the overall corruption agenda and to familiarize them with anti-corruption legislation, procedures for reporting and preventing corruption and legal protection for those who report;

· make the university examinations process more transparent;

· introduce proper tender procedures for the procurement of university goods and services;

· give „life“ to a code of ethics adopted for the Kazakh American University and use the code to clearly spell out consequences of corrupt behavior (the code of ethics made available to the project advisor in English did not mention the word „corruption“ once); 

· insist that Kazakh laws on education and fight against corruption not remain on paper only but are actually applied. There is apparently a Kazakh Ministry of Education „Action Plan to prevent corruption in higher education for 2011-2015“  (the project advisor did not have access to these laws nor to the Action Plan which, in any event, are in Russian);

· have a more open debate within the universities on what should be considered „corrupt“ behavior and practices and in which way current legislation and regulations , such as the one referred to above, are adequate and enforceable to address the issue.


More specifically, the project completion report (PCR) cites the following recommendations emerging from the project:

- the universities need to do a better job of informing the students and faculty that they have direct access (presumably also on corruption related matters) to the President or Dean and encourage them to take advantage of such opportunity,

- more widespread use of video cameras, including during examinations;

- provide students the ability to call a meeting with the President or the Dean of the university when they have information about corruption (this would probably require that students are allowed to somehow unionize themselves so that they have elected representatives to interact with the university administration);

- more frequent meetings between the student advisors and the students to raise the corruption agenda;

- conduct professional development for the staff of the university on the importance of the honor code and consequences of violating it (which would require that the code of ethics addresses corruption specifically).

Respondents from both pilot universities cited the following main preventive anti-corruption measures the university leadership should embark upon:

· strengthen penalties (fines, dismissal, intervention by law enforcement

authorities);

· increase salaries for lecturers based on merit (implying that poor pay often results in corrupt behavior);

· hire staff based on qualifications (by including preferably lecturers from abroad).

Related thereto, there was widespread consensus that the quality of education and the transparency of the education process, without corrupt behavior and practices, are interdependent components of a well functioning education system.

In terms of impact, the project is rated as unsatisfactory and 1 on the grading scale.

One aspect which from the very beginning was difficult to tackle: how to eventually draw lessons from the project for the Kazakh university system at large, namely the question of replicating the project concept to other and larger Kazakh universities, including public universities – and even more importantly to engage the government: Ministry of Education, Ministry of Interior, Ministry of Justice and respective law enforcement entities dealing with corruption.  It may very well be that PFDSC simply did not have enough recognition or cloud to receive proper recognition of responsible state authorities with whom a debate about using the results of the surveys and questionnaire could be discussed in an open fashion and with the understanding that these authorities would react in a constructive fashion. 

Thus, the original idea of moving to a second phase where university staff and student representatives would be trained to spread the word that corruption at Kazakh higher education institutions is a topic which can and should openly be discussed without fear of being reprimanded, was given up. There was simply not enough evidence that this topic would be taken on by the leadership of the two pilot universities, let alone by the Kazakh university system at large.

In terms of sustainability the project is rated as unsatisfactory and 1 on the grading scale.

There is little evidence that PFDSC is capable of carrying forward the limited conclusions and recommendations resulting from the surveys and interviews so that the issue of corruption at the Kazakh higher education system, as evaluated during the project at the two small pilot universities, can be replicated to other Kazakh universities, including those in the public sector which have the majority of  Kazakh students, let alone to carry the debate to senior government education and law enforcement levels.

The underlying lesson for PTF is to thoroughly examine whether country and „system“ circumstances as well as the capacity of local CSOs lend themselves for PTF engagement with reasonable prospects that PTF intervention has a chance of success and of impact.

