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2.1 Introduction to the key functions of the service authority
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2.2	Sector learning and adaptive capacity
Why are sector learning and adaptive capacity important?
For constructing infrastructure, you need engineering skills. For sustaining water services, a much broader set of skills is required such as capacities to draw policy and legislation, capacities to set and enforce regulation, capacities to design systems and institutions for contracting, monitoring and planning water service delivery etc. You could summarise this set of capacities as the very basic capability to implement public services (Pritchett, 2010). 
The most important element of this capability is the capacity to reflect upon and learn from practice and to adapt – policies, regulation, systems and institutions. With that capacity in place, the learning cycle is closed. The water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) sector is then capable of carrying out its operational tasks and roles and reflecting upon them, while deciding how to adapt and do things differently. 
This cycle of learning is not always present. Knowledge is often imported from the outside as development concepts, project log frames, or consultancy reports.  Most of the time these are generic responses to predetermined problems. This results in a mismatch between the expectations of the knowledge provider and the actual capacity of the country’s WASH sector to implement the responses. To tackle this mismatch, the WASH sector should strengthen its capacity to learn on how they are delivering services and adapt policies and practices, including the imported generic responses, to the requirements and demand of a local context. For development projects it is important to consciously support processes and platforms for learning and reflection and encourage adaptation of development concepts in the local context.
In his article on capability traps, Lant Pritchett proposes a “policy research agenda focused on better understanding the conditions under which political space is created for nurturing the endogenous learning and indigenous debate necessary to create context-specific institutions and incremental reform processes. For development agencies, particularly external agencies, the key questions should focus on how they can facilitate such processes, and resist their own internal imperatives to perpetuate isomorphic mimicry in those sectors (especially political and legal reform) where imported ‘blueprints’ are themselves too often part of the problem.” (Pritchett, 2010; page 42).
Learning as a way for change
Change towards a WASH sector that is capable to face the challenges of sustainability is complex and is difficult to plan or control. It is now commonly accepted that there are no silver bullets and no generic responses. “It seems that the only real option for tackling this dilemma is to enhance societies’ overall learning capacities … this means tackling change processes and creating governance mechanisms bottom-up by distributing understanding, improving feedback linkages and enhancing capacities for adapting to change in a dispersed and non-hierarchical, yet coordinated manner.” (Woodhill, 2010; page 57). 
For IRC and Triple-S, (water) sector learning in the above sense is crucial for lasting change. “Building a learning sector with the capacity to continuously innovate, evolve and adapt based on evidence is a must for delivering sustainable services and requires the capacity and willingness to do things together, better and differently.” (waterservicesthatlast, 2012). There are several ways to enable sector learning. Some should be embedded in a country’s sector: monitoring service delivery at system and household level; research and policy analysis; consultation of civil society etc. Development projects, such as Triple-S, should help strengthening these basic learning methods and should facilitate learning processes to develop context specific responses to sector challenges. IRC has been applying learning alliances in most of its projects since 2004.
What learning alliances do
Learning alliances gather the different stakeholders in a country’s WASH sector to discuss and find solutions for the challenges of the sector. Typical activities in a learning alliance context are:
· Generating evidence through action research for better decision making and informing changes in policies, strategies, approaches and technologies 
· Developing and validating harmonised approaches, methodologies, and technologies
· Facilitating the use of knowledge from all stakeholders, including marginalised groups
· Dedicating time and space for reflection to draw out lessons from experience and to use these lessons to improve the sustainability of WASH services
· Developing stakeholders’ capacities for taking innovations to scale
· Strengthening the link between research, policies, and practice by collaborating to develop and apply innovative solutions
Different shapes and levels of intensity
A learning alliance can be created for a specific innovation or change process. But existing platforms for multi-stakeholder meetings can also be used: sector working groups, sector coordination meetings, joint sector performance reviews, resource centre networks and peer-to-peer learning programmes. Learning alliances can adopt a wide range of shapes, forms and intensities, each with its own requirements in terms of facilitation and support. The below figure shows the levels of intensity related to different types of learning alliances; from a project based simple exchange of information to a sector instrument for implementing innovations at scale.
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Figure 2 Learning Alliance Spectrum of Intensities
Source: TPP, Learning Alliance Strategy Paper, 2010.
For scaling up innovations, learning alliances preferably should link different institutional levels, (typically national, intermediate, and local/community) and designed to break down barriers to both horizontal and vertical information sharing. National level learning alliances typically address policy issues, coordination between stakeholders, consultation of civil society, and information sharing and dissemination. Learning alliances at local level address the more operational aspects of innovations: piloting new approaches or tools, coordination between local level actors and consultation of communities and local non-governmental organisations (NGOs). 
Learning alliances in Ghana: connecting the levels
The National Level Learning Alliance Platform (NLLAP) in Ghana gathers a range of projects most of them with the goal to increase the sustainability of WASH services. The WASH Resource Centre Network (RCN) operates as the secretariat. It has professional staff to facilitate the NLLAP. In the framework of Triple-S, regional learning alliances are being created in Ghana and district learning alliances are making sure that results of testing are scaled up to the national level. A good example of scaling up is the testing of mobile phone technology for monitoring in four districts by Triple-S and the Community Water & Sanitation Agency (CWSA), the results of which have been shared in the national learning alliance and triggered buy in of some development partners to support the CWSA in applying the technology in many more districts. 
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Figure 2 Learning Alliance Platforms in Ghana
Source: RCN Ghana, TPP project, 2010.
District learning in Uganda: innovations in service delivery
For a long time, learning in Uganda was associated with sitting in a class room and making home work. When stakeholders started to look at learning as a way to reflect and discuss their daily operations they became more enthusiastic. In Northern Uganda the Technical Support Unit (TSU) 2 has created a regional learning initiative which has been successful in reflecting on the constraints to sustainability of rural water services and introducing innovative approaches and tools such as Mobile for Water (M4W) and Hand Pump Mechanics Associations. The government, as well as local and international NGOs participate in the regional learning initiative. The Government of Uganda has taken a lot of interest in the learning initiative which was evidenced in the 2011 National Leaning Forum on Self Supply.
How to start a learning alliance?
First of all, the key stakeholders should agree that there are problems in a certain area. They must all have their reason (mandates, potential benefits, and interest) to seek resolutions of the problem. Stakeholders must also see benefits in addressing the problem with other stakeholders. The stakeholders in the learning alliances in Uganda and Ghana agreed that sustainability is a big challenge for which they need to cooperate.
Learning alliances do not come about spontaneously; often one or two individuals with the backing of their organisations take the initiative and become the coordinator or the champion of the learning alliance. A host organisation is needed in particular to provide support, space and resources. 
The first learning alliance meetings will focus on the challenges, the potential ways forward (e.g., the opportunities for action research), and the contributions of the members (e.g., skills and resources). The host organisation needs to get a mandate for its specific roles. It is important that the people coming to the learning alliance meetings have decision making power or are connected to decision making power so that the learning can actually result in concrete improvements. 
It takes time to create buy in and trust among the members of a learning alliance and to provide incentives for different stakeholders to engage in learning alliance discussions and activities. Allowing the exploration and gradual shaping of a learning alliance will strengthen the ownership and the trust (Butterworth et al., 2011).
Planning a learning alliance process
Issues that the membership and its management team will need to consider include:
· How formal will the learning alliance membership be – how are members admitted (or not)?
· How are alliance activities to be funded, and how will costs and benefits be shared?
· How will the alliance communicate and share information with each other?
· How will the membership’s capacity and training requirements be assessed and addressed (particularly in the sphere of action research and ICTs)?
· What action research activities will the alliance commission undertake; who should undertake these?
· How will the alliance engage with influential stakeholders outside the alliance?
· How will processes be documented to ensure that learning is optimised?
The answer to these questions may be formalised; terms of references or rules of conduct may provide clear purpose and functions to the learning alliance (Butterworth et al., 2011) .
Where does the funding come from?
The initial phase of setting up the learning alliance will need a lot of resources: contacting the stakeholders, preparing terms of reference, facilitating the meetings, carrying out the first action research activities, and secretariat and planning, etc. The action research activities will need to be funded as well as the prolonged maintenance of the learning alliance. Often the initial funding for this comes from projects such as Triple-S; sometimes the costs are shared between the members. Members may also contribute in kind, by providing their staff for action research activities (Butterworth et al., 2011). 
Learning beyond learning alliances
Ideally the learning should be continued after a project has ended – whether in the form of a learning alliance or integrated in existing processes of WASH sector reflection and learning such as policy reviews, sector monitoring, or systematic consultations of different stakeholder groups. If learning is institutionalised then the sector will have the capability not only to adapt existing sector policy and practice but also to respond to emerging needs, crises, and changing demands. Learning alliances and other methods for reflection, testing, and learning will be needed to have a sector that can stand up to the challenge of sustainable WASH service delivery.
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