IRC Strategic Framework for the period 2012-2020
Patrick Moriarty

Erma Uytewaal

Nico Terra

Introduction and background
This document provides an outline strategic framework for all projects and programmes that IRC develops and implements over the period 2012-2020. It will ensure that all of these different activities and sources of finance contribute to achievement of our main goals through the development of a coherent and consistent programme that delivers desired outcomes and impact.  It provides a framework to shape future acquisition, and will be the basis for dialogue with financiers.  The present strategic framework is therefore also the main reference for development of the business plan for the period 2012-2016.
Assumptions for this framework:

· The WASH sector is evolving fast, as is the global development sector generally.  Therefore, while IRC needs to be guided by a long term strategic vision, it also needs to regularly revisit and update both vision and strategy.

· As IRC continues to change towards becoming an independent and strategic actor guided by its own vision and programme, it is necessary to develop a longer term strategic framework to incorporate the developments in the sector and to anchor the different projects and activities that it undertakes.
The next business plans of IRC will therefore be based upon this longer term strategic programming framework independent of any particular donor or project.  Based on this framework, Business Plans will be developed and regularly updated (and extended) every 3-5 years.  The strategic framework itself will also be revisited and adjusted on a regular basis.
Vision and mission
To underpin IRC’s strategic plan, its vision and mission have been revisited. 

IRC’s vision is: 
A world in which all people have access to appropriate and sustainable water and sanitation services that they use and can afford, and where these services are in turn based on sustainable use of water and environmental resources.  

IRC’s contribution to this vision, its mission, is: 
To be a leading knowledge broker, catalyst and agent of change within the sector, globally and in selected focus countries and regions, so that services are more attuned to the needs of the poor, more sustainable and better governed.

We predominantly work in developing countries which have some basic level of ‘good enough’ governance because we believe that this is a necessary prerequisite for our knowledge based work to have impact.  We focus on rural and peri-urban areas, which tend to be the poorest areas in these countries.

Having a role as a change agent in the sector means, at country level, engaging in and facilitating processes that lead towards better sector strategies, policies, and actions based on better and more effectively shared and used knowledge; as well as facilitating access to information by actors at decentralised levels, so that they can work more effectively to improve local water governance and service delivery.

At the global level this role implies providing general access to information and knowledge through  bulletins, the web, participation in events, publications etc, which are open to a wide audience. It also means stimulating the adoption by donors, UN bodies, international agencies and like-minded organisations of key concepts and ideas in their policies, approaches and activities. 

Ambition
Over the last years IRC’s preferred self-image has evolved from that of a neutral ‘knowledge broker’ to a more active and engaged ‘change agent’. 
It is our ambition to develop a stronger profile in this role as an independent foundation, with a global outreach, that leads, catalyses and supports pro-poor change in the delivery of WASH services; thus contributing to  a better performing sector that:
· Learns better
· Coordinates and aligns the efforts of its stakeholders in a more coherent way
· Takes informed (evidence based) decisions
· Operates in a transparent way and  is accountable to all its stakeholders 
· And ultimately, provides sustainable and affordable WASH services to all.   
The adoption of the role of change agent has important implications for the definition and measurement of results within an outcome-based framework based on a mix of qualitative and quantitative data. 
Core values
The core IRC values are:  

1. Poverty focus

2. Excelling

3. Transparency 

Poverty focus 

This values stems from a shared sense of justice and a commitment to improve the lives of those less fortunate. We need to ensure that it is local people’s perspective of what constitutes poverty and vulnerability which should guide us: our work should be rooted in and aligned with local realities. 

Excelling

We wish to excel in what we do and we wish to provide top quality. We innovate, and that is a necessary element of quality in what we seek to do. We believe that the route to excelling is to challenge and allow ourselves to be challenged. We aim to deliver at the top of our capabilities building on the organisation’s four decades of experience in the sector. 

Transparency 

We strive to make our activities transparent to anyone who wishes to see what it is we do, why and for how much.  Within IRC we ensure that decision making is done in a clear manner, that highlights decisions made and responsibilities, including ownership and results. There are no mechanisms through which we can make ourselves accountable to the sector, it is too diffuse and has too many interests to enable that to occur in a credible and efficient way. Our method here is to report in different ways to different arenas, our watchword is to be open to scrutiny. 

Strategic priorities and approaches
Key among the strategic elements that will form the heart of the strategic framework are:
1. Maintaining our  role as an independent knowledge broker, innovator and facilitator of the use of new concepts and approaches, provoking and advancing positive change in how the WASH sector fulfils its mandate of providing sustainable services to all and especially to the poor

2. Developing a stronger advocacy role to strengthen our global and local impact by aligning and integrating our existing roles as communicator and partner in development: actively seeking to engage and synergise with large implementation initiatives, thus leveraging both resources and concepts for increased impact

3. Maintaining and strengthening our capacity for innovation across prioritised thematic areas supportive to improved governance and sustained WASH service delivery – especially sanitation. Maintaining a position as leader of cutting edge innovation in themes where IRC has a comparative advantage, whilst actively encouraging and contributing to innovation activities led by others. 
4. Broadening our partnerships, especially at country and regional level. Anchoring ourselves in a strong network of strategic partnerships with organisations that we see and treat as peers in advancing our aims, globally and locally:  government institutions, CSO’s, academia, financing institutions, donors and (association) of service providers etc). 

5. Continued development of a strong programmatic presence on the ground: in regional and country programmes. Adopting a longer term and more programmatic approach, anchored in this strategic framework, and implying engagement as a player in international, regional and national sector development processes (globally, and in focus countries and regions). Being attuned and responding to local demands in focus countries and regions: contributing to developing an endogenous knowledge base in our focus countries. Aiming to have “global” presence, with focus countries in Africa, Asia and Latin America, and covering different language areas (English, French, Spanish and Portuguese?) 
6. Further internationalisation of the organisation (while maintaining a Dutch legal status) through: physical presence, staff, governance and advisory structure.
7. Continued broadening, strengthening and diversification of our funding base, while DGIS is and will remain an important financier and special partner. 
IRC’s profile and (niche) position in the sector
We realise that we are only one of many actors in the sector contributing to a common vision, and that others will also share and contribute to (elements of) our mission.  Many of the core strategies  we adopt are not unique to IRC.  Where we aim to be  unique, however, is in the combination of these strategic elements, particularly our commitment to our partner networks, with our independent position.  This combination makes us a unique and uniquely useful actor in the sector and has potential to help the sector to become more effective and better governed.  Therefore, by undertaking these strategic elements to the best of our ability, and with a total commitment to quality, we can effectively advocate for their more widespread uptake within the sector.

IRC’s key strengths and comparative advantages are:
· A broad and specialist sector knowledge, coupled with a coherent set of key concepts, approaches, methodologies and themes like WASH in schools, Multiple Use Services, Sustainable Services at Scale, Learning Alliances, Resource Centre Networks, Life Cycle Costs etc. etc.
· An independent and autonomous position in the sector

· An extensive network of partner organisations (both government and non-government), globally and in focus countries and regions   

· A global reach and increasing regional and country presence

· Working in multidisciplinary teams at the complex interface of policy, technology, social and institutional development, economics and finances, to find appropriate and lasting solutions.   

Main services
Our main service is facilitating sector change processes and the development of sector knowledge.  In doing this, the following services and products are supportive to bringing about the envisioned change:
· Designing and facilitating knowledge management and learning processes

· Action research and innovation 
· Advocacy and strategic communication

· Policy support/advice and institutional development

· A ‘family’ of respected information products (IRC-Doc, Source, books, videos, etc.)

· Training and capacity building
· Project Management

· Monitoring and project evaluation
Monitoring and learning
Monitoring and learning are important elements of IRC work and contribute to the quality of our performance. Our strategic framework is underpinned by continuous monitoring and trend analysis, which keeps us up to date and which feeds back into the strategic framework through periodic updating and adjustment.  In addition to this, we also invest in monitoring our own performance and effectiveness, as part of a commitment to organisational learning and adaptation. Given the different specific and complex contexts in which we will work and the process –like support IRC offers to the sector IRC will work with an outcome based monitoring system that is robust and flexible enough to monitor the contribution of our work to the visible change in the sector across the different regions and countries we work in.
Programmes
We will continue with the existing programmatic areas:

1. Regional and country programmes:  IRC will continue to establish itself as a principal actor in focus countries and regions.  This overarching strategic framework will be reflected and mirrored in medium term strategic plans for each focus country and region.
2. Global programme: The global programme will continue to be the mechanism for IRC’s interaction with the ‘global WASH sector’ – channelling findings from regional, country and innovation programmes to feed and invigorate global platforms. In addition, lessons and trends from global platforms will feed-back into country and innovation programme.
3. Innovation programme: IRC’s work in global sector innovation will be profiled by a third independent programme.  It will work closely with both regional and global programmes, while maintaining an independent identity and overview, focusing on
· identifying trends and innovations in the sector ,
· facilitating innovation and 
· synthesis and consolidation; thereby recognising that actual innovation happens largely in the countries and regions.     
Financing 

Three major types of financing are important to IRC.  These are:
· Institutional funding by governmental donors like BuZa/VROM to finance IRC’s infrastructure and guarantee those core activities that cannot be funded by external parties.

· Project financing related to projects which IRC leads (or co-leads) and for which IRC is accountable to an initial donor for both spending and project outputs and outcomes
· Advisory financing where IRC is paid for specific services rendered to third parties
Institutional funding is essential for IRC’s role as an innovator and change agent. These funds allow IRC and our partners to find the space to identify new areas (or gaps) where innovation is required; to consolidate and draw lessons and inferences across our global and local programmes; and to facilitate sector networks and dialogue.
Project financing is also essential as it allows for initial concepts to be further tested, documented and eventually taken to scale.  Identifying new sources of project finance, and maintaining existing ones, is essential to IRC’s changed role as a nationally and regionally active change agent.  Advisory financing, in which clients pay for specific IRC services in their own projects and programmes is also important in continuing to link IRC to other major actors and ideas.  Maintaining a strong portfolio  of project and advisory work, underpinned by sufficient non-earmarked funds, is essential to effective programming – from national to global level.
While very indicative, we see the ideal balance of these sources of finance in a ration of approximately 30% (institutional) to 50% (project) to 20% (advisory).  While these may vary from year to year (and region to region), a great reduction in non-earmarked significantly constrains our ability to innovate or provide thought leadership; whilst a major reduction in project financing conversely leads to the danger of insufficient presence and grounding in practical realities – as well as leading to loss of influence in countries and regions.  


