Speech by Ben Lamoree at the IRC 40 party
Ladies and gentlemen,

Last week I was in Mozambique for the launch of a big research project that IRC and the Mozambique Department of Water implement together. Just before the workshop, a journalist stepped up to me and held a microphone under my nose, asking: "Mr. Lamoree, can you briefly explain how poor people in the rural areas of Mozambique will benefit from this project?" 
I won't tell you the answer I gave him. What impressed me was that he asked exactly the right question: what is the added value of IRC's work to the world's poor? In development speak: do we achieve impact?
Some weeks ago Minister Koenders, our minister for Development Cooperation, faced in parliament essentially the same question. Certain political parties, and society in general!, are asking the question: does this work? How is this money spent? Where are the benefits? Where is the impact?

Support from society for development cooperation, be it in the water and sanitation sector or other, is still very high. But the question of effectiveness, of impact can no longer be ignored. It Is more pressing now than it was previously: "Can we show impact?"
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This bridge over a valley is a metaphor for the situation of development in the world; let's say in the water sector. 
This side is the present: that side is the future. We are on this side: with many poor people having no access to safe water and sanitation. We need to get to that side: everybody has access, water and sanitation services are sustainable and affordable.

Development programs are often shaped such as if it were completely clear what the bridge looks like, how and where it needs to be built and that this can be done from a blueprint approach.

I would like to make this statement: There are no blueprints!  In the water and sanitation sector, there are no overall and proven approaches and concepts that will allow the implementation of the development agenda as if it were an engineering project. There is no "machine" that converts money into sustainable services in water & sanitation! At best, the machine produces infrastructure: but that is not yet a water/sanitation service; let alone a sustainable one!

This is the first mind switch we need to make and communicate to the world: building the bridge cannot be done on the basis of a blueprint. Instead, it involves us all, global players, national government, local governments, NGO's, private sector and end users, in a joint learning process. The bridge looks different in different settings, in different countries, in different districts, in different communities: there is no substitute for the joint learning approach to bridge building.

This is more shocking than you might think at first glance. Many donor organizations still approach water and sanitation (and other issues) as if that "machine" works perfectly. In international forums it can still be heard that money is the main problem for solving international development problems, also in the water and sanitation sector. Ladies and gentlemen: it is not true!

The effect of approaching development as a deliverable has been disastrous. In the water and sanitation sector infrastructure has been built that has failed within 6 months of construction. Even our own Ministry's internal audit service IOB has found examples of such failures. Reports of failure abound, sometimes anecdotal, sometimes well researched. The effect on public opinion of these continuous reports of failure is devastating: to the point that the question can no longer be avoided: what is the effect of spending all this money? Show us the impact!!!

This analysis, and I borrow heavily here from the excellent article by Professor Jim Woodhill of Wageningen University, leads IRC to focus its interventions on developing new concepts and innovations in the area of institutional transformation. It is only through such institutional transformations that development takes place in complex systems. It is IRC's experience that the simplification of the development agenda to the delivery of specific predetermined results (such as pumps and toilets) does not work. It will not yield the expected results.

IRC's work does not focus on short term results. It focuses on joint learning processes. Maybe that is not as sexy and visible as sharing out water pumps or constructing sewage systems, but we believe it is a vital contribution in bridging the gap from here to the future, in building the bridges. Or better: in helping our partners building bridges.  That is our commitment, and that is how we shall continue our support to world development, in particular in the water and sanitation sector.

In that light I would like to express gratitude to the Ministry of Development Cooperation of the Netherlands that, together with the Ministry of Environment, has played a crucial and continuous role in funding IRC, and in developing IRC to what it is today: a small but well reputed think tank with 55 staff and growing. There have been many years that the Ministry was maybe not the only, but certainly the largest funder of IRC. The role of the Ministry's funding to IRC has been and hopefully will remain to be the basis of our core programs. I would like to thank the Ministry for the confidence put in IRC and in funding its core programs, and for the recognition that these add value to the sector.

Recently a profound change has come to IRC. Whereas our core programs were small in the past, and where new concepts and methods remained small until sector organizations would adopt them, a new reality has set in. Over the last few years, IRC has shared some of the innovations that it has identified, developed and studied with a newcomer to the field, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.  Based on the potential of two of these innovations to deliver sustainable solutions at scale, the Gates Foundation over the last 12 months awarded two large grants to IRC totaling almost 39 million USD.  These grants will last 5 to 6 years and will test at scale two new concepts which, if proven successful, could be implemented at very large scale for mainstreaming worldwide.

So: thank you Bill! And thank you Melinda! Thank you for putting your confidence in IRC's concepts and in our organization to implement these large projects. 

Our ambition level is very high: we want to contribute towards transformation of the water & sanitation sector. Focusing on how to achieve sustainable water and sanitation services for the poor, by helping water and sanitation institutions change the way they operate and manage their service delivery. As always, it will not be IRC itself doing this: it will be joint learning processes, this time at a large scale. 

All the above, all the successes of 40 years IRC, all the work done is and was only possible by the relentless dedication of IRC staff. Thank you to present and former colleagues. 

When Ton Schouten and I were talking about how to characterize IRC in this speech, we agreed that the metaphor of the 'wheelbarrow full of frogs' is a fitting one. That is what IRC is. An unruly bunch? Yes, but we prefer to call it creative chaos. But I would like to take another perspective on the wheelbarrow full of frogs: that of tremendous jumping power! It is with that jumping power that we shall move on. Maybe to 50 years IRC?
Thank you.
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