
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case Title: 

Name: 

Organization: 

Summary: 

Think about which subcomponents of the Collaborating, Learning & Adapting (CLA) Framework 
are most reflected in your case so that you can reference them in your submission: 

• Internal Collaboration

• External Collaboration

• Technical Evidence Base

• Theories of Change

• Scenario Planning

• M&E for Learning

• Pause & Reflect

• Adaptive Management

• Openness

• Relationships & Networks

• Continuous Learning & Improvement

• Knowledge Management

• Institutional Memory

• Decision-Making

• Mission Resources

• CLA in Implementing Mechanisms



 

 
 

 

    
  

 

    
  

1. What is the general context in which the case takes place? What organizational or 
development challenge(s) prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or adapt? 

2. Why did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for 
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)? 



  

    
  

   
  

3. Tell us the story of how you used a collaborating, learning and/or adapting approach
to address the organizational or development challenge described in Question 2.



  
 

 

 

  

4. Organizational Effectiveness: How has collaborating, learning and adapting affected 
your team and/or organization? If it's too early to tell, what effects do you expect to see 
in the future? 

5. Development Results: How has using a CLA approach contributed to your development 
outcomes? What evidence can you provide? If it's too early to tell, what effects do you 
expect to see in the future? 



  

 

  

 

6. What factors enabled your CLA approach and what obstacles did you
encounter? How would you advise others to navigate the challenges you faced?

7.Was your CLA approach prompted by a response to the COVID-19 pandemic? If so, how?

The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID's CLA Team in the Bureau for Policy, Planning 
and Learning (PPL) and by the Program Cycle Mechanism (PCM), a PPL mechanism implemented 

by  Environmental Incentives and Bixal.  

https://www.usaid.gov/selfreliance

	Case Title: 

	Submitter: E. Jordan, B. Ajroud, K. Pugel, L. Henry
	Organization: USAID Sustainable WASH Systems
	Caption: Photo Caption: Members of a collective action group in Debre Birhan, Ethiopia scout the location of a fecal sludge disposal site. 
Credit: Maheder Haileselassie.
	Case Title: Committing to Collaborative Learning to Improve Sanitation in Debre Birhan, Ethiopia
	Image_af_image: 
	Summary: Governments, aid agencies, and service providers have long-struggled to provide reliable sanitation services to peri-urban residents. In Debre Birhan, Ethiopia only about 18 percent of fecal sludge (FS) is safely managed until disposal, and service hardly reaches low-income residents. Furthermore, key decision makers in the town’s sanitation operation and management are disparate and lack a common vision to find solutions to these and other urgent sanitation needs. 

As part of the larger, USAID-funded Sustainable WASH Systems Learning Partnership (SWS), a 
CLA approach helped partners Tetra Tech and IRC to collaborate and iteratively adapt program approaches, including enabling key local actors to coalesce to advance a safer, more sustainable sanitation system they can maintain long term. The two organizations: used a theory of change as a basis for learning, shared office space and staff to foster continuous learning and coordination, systematically documented team observations to build the technical evidence base, and built in a regular practice of reflection through quarterly meetings and annual pause and reflect events.

So far, the initiative has increased dialogue among sanitation decision makers who resolved a long-standing conflict over the location of a FS disposal site. The town government also increased sanitation funds by 68 percent between 2020 and 2021. While the program continues to gather lessons and adapt to changing contexts, the CLA approach to sanitation in Debre Birhan has allowed local actors to make tremendous steps in improving and widening local sanitation services and created momentum for their sustainability.
	Impact: Because SWS is a learning-oriented project, partners needed to systematically document their observations and reflections over time. For many, including Tetra Tech and IRC, this required them to develop new organizational practices and tools. One of these tools was an Excel-based “facilitator’s diary” to record observations following Learning Alliance meetings and activities. This document became a clearing house for understanding and tracking progress in influencing the behaviors and actions of key local stakeholders.

Whereas before teams had collected information at key junctures of a project (e.g., at baseline and endline), the facilitator’s diary encouraged more regular, ongoing data collection. The real-time feedback enabled teams to better understand challenges and opportunities and course-correct as needed.

The facilitator’s diary has proven a valuable qualitative dataset. However, Tetra Tech and IRC are still learning how to best analyze and use this information. For example, the wealth of data collected through the facilitator’s diary has occasionally pushed beyond the team’s capacity to process. To address this, the team began holding quarterly reviews to organize the data and identify salient themes and trends. These meetings also provided the team an opportunity to discuss successes, challenges, lessons, and stakeholder feedback more systematically, which they shared with Learning Alliance members. 

While it may be too soon to identify specific opportunities to apply the facilitator’s diary and other CLA tools, Tetra Tech and IRC anticipate integrating these approaches into the design of future proposals and WASH projects.

	Why: Lax coordination among Debre Birhan sanitation stakeholders played a major role in the town’s sanitation situation. The large number of dispersed government agencies and entities mandated to manage the town’s sanitation made it difficult for all actors to fully coordinate or agree on each stakeholder’s precise roles, responsibilities, or workflows. In addition, there were layers of social, political, and economic complexities surrounding the construction of a new FS facility and community buy-in was low.

Given SWS’s commitment to collaborative learning, the team quickly identified that maximizing stakeholder collaboration and coordination was key to improving this development challenge. With SWS support, Tetra Tech partnered with IRC to bring key stakeholders together and identify priority areas for sanitation improvements in Debre Birhan. The two organizations had complementary strengths — Tetra Tech brought science and engineering expertise to expand access to sanitation and IRC offered years of experience building and facilitating multi-stakeholder platforms in numerous WASH contexts. Collaboration, adaptation, and learning were key principles among these partners even before any work was done on the ground. 

Critical to IRCs collaborative approach is to establish a Learning Alliance — a committee comprising key local stakeholders who establish a common vision around an agreed upon issue to learn together, innovate, and collaborate toward a systems change. Tetra Tech established a Learning Alliance in Debre Birhan in 2018, bringing together local public officials, the private sector, donors, NGOs, and academics.
	Lessons Learned: Our CLA approach was not prompted by a response to COVID-19. COVID-19 rapidly elevated the profile of hygiene and sanitation access, globally and throughout Ethiopia. For over a year, hygiene practices dominated the attention of all local stakeholders in Debre Birhan. The Learning Alliance used its existing platform to coordinate these expanded efforts of local actors as well as to carry out training on national guidance for hygiene practices. Tetra Tech created a Telegraph group to maintain communication and information sharing among Learning Alliance members and provided technical support virtually until Ethiopia’s state of emergency was lifted. 
	Factors: The CLA approach enabled several aspects of this initiative to thrive. First, the SWS activity was intentionally designed to test different WASH approaches to ultimately inform future USAID investments. SWS has a dedicated Learning Team composed of researchers at the University of Colorado at Boulder and Environmental Incentives who serve as CLA thought partners for all SWS members. These researchers and MEL specialists help plan and facilitate pause and reflect events, conduct regular partner capacity and training, and help synthesize learning around priority topics. This emphasis on collaboration enabled Tetra Tech and IRC to share a staff member and office space, which allowed for learnings to flow concurrently between these teams. It also influenced and enabled partners to share knowledge. 

There were obstacles to learning. First, there was little written guidance and case studies on collective action approaches in WASH for Tetra Tech to learn from. This inhibited wider uptake and application of the model in Debre Birhan. However, with SWS support, Tetra Tech and IRC are writing a “toolkit” to help future teams learn from their experiences. Additionally, occasional turnover made it difficult to harness accumulated institutional knowledge and consistently share lessons and guidance among the two organizations and the Learning Alliance. For example, two longtime Learning Alliance members were replaced in November 2020 following local elections and political reforms. Last, COVID-19 restricted travel and in-person learning activities. Washington-based staff could not travel to Ethiopia, Tetra Tech and IRC could not convene in person to share lessons and reflect on progress, and the Learning Alliance could not meet for a period of time. At the partnership level, this was partly ameliorated by pivoting planned in-person meetings to virtual platforms. However, participation has been occasionally disrupted by poor Internet connection and other logistical challenges.

	CLA Approach: UNDERSTAND THE PROBLEM TOGETHER. Under SWS, Tetra Tech and IRC held their first workshop with local stakeholders in 2017 to understand Ethiopia’s current WASH scenario. Together they drafted a theory of change and learning framework. This was the first time the two organizations had collaborated and this initial meeting was important to establish rapport and communication, clarify roles and responsibilities, and set program goals and objectives.

CREATE OPPORTUNITIES TO LEARN TOGETHER. Shortly after that meeting, the two organizations conducted scoping visits to several small towns in Ethiopia to explore opportunities for expansion of the sanitation and evidence-based learning components of SWS. They chose Debre Birhan as a WASH site because of its immediate and urgent sanitation needs.
 
IDENTIFY WAYS TO IMPROVE COOPERATION AND INFORMATION SHARING. IRC coached Tetra Tech on how to foster stakeholder participation and learning in Debre Birhan, and supported them and the Learning Alliance to conduct local systems assessments. Another SWS partner, LINC, conducted a Social Network Analysis (SNA) of the actors in Debre Birhan’s sanitation management and operations service network. The mapping process, which visualizes individual and organizational network relationships and dynamics, helped all stakeholders see where they fit into the sanitation service network and identify early opportunities to improve cooperation and information sharing among the matrix of actors. 

FOSTER CONTINUED LEARNING AND COLLABORATION. Tetra Tech and IRC share an office in Addis Ababa, and each partially funds a staff member who helps both organizations. This arrangement has been critical to their mutual informal learning, providing daily opportunities to ask questions, compare notes, raise concerns, and to coordinate. Tetra Tech and IRC  continue to meet regularly to share lessons and work through problems together. They also hold two annual “pause and reflect” events to revisit the theory of change and review emergent data and evidence, allowing for course correction as necessary. 

CREATE SPACE FOR REFLECTION. Quarterly Learning Alliance meetings create space for local stakeholders to reflect on outcomes and jointly steer new activities. For example, during a recent meeting, members realized some public latrines weren’t being maintained or managed. In response, the Learning Alliance designed and conducted management training for latrine managers and routinely follow up with managers on site to ensure latrines are constantly operational. 

CONTINUOUSLY BUILD RELATIONSHIPS. Tetra Tech applied many of IRC’s lessons, including conducting systems-wide assessments, intentionally supporting relationship-building among Learning Alliance members, and keeping local government officials at the forefront of sanitation service decisions. Importantly, Tetra Tech also adapted their approach based on the particular Debre Birhan context. For example, once the Learning Alliance identified the town’s sanitation priorities, they needed to get approval by key decision makers, including the Town Administration and the Mayor. However, these actors did not have time to attend frequent Learning Alliance meetings. With Tetra Tech’s help, the Learning Alliance began conducting annual high-level meetings for key decision makers to provide important feedback. Overall, this arrangement has fostered healthy and productive relationships among those working toward town sustainable sanitation.

CREATE A SUSTAINABILITY PLAN. Another key adaptation of IRC’s approach is a Learning Alliance sustainability plan. Tetra Tech is operating in Debre Birhan under a finite, 5-year SWS program timeline. To successfully build a Learning Alliance, Tetra Tech needed members to begin taking on leadership roles early on, so they conducted member training on conflict resolution, neutral facilitation, and leadership. After two training sessions, the Learning Alliance and Tetra Tech work in tandem with town sanitation officials to handle the logistical and administrative duties to keep collaboration and systems running smoothly.

	Context: Sustainable services remain a daunting challenge in the water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) sector. National and local governments, service providers, and development organizations have traditionally focused on new infrastructure. Less emphasis is placed on sustaining existing services and infrastructure. As a result, operation rates remain low as infrastructure quickly fails into disrepair.

Such is the case in the town of Debre Birhan, Ethiopia where, despite urgent needs and past efforts, the local government still struggles to provide reliable, long-term sanitation services to its 113,000 residents. This rapidly growing town has no centralized sewer network, meaning most sanitation facilities contain waste onsite, and only about 50 percent of these meet global standards for quality. In addition, an estimated 18 percent of fecal sludge (FS) generated in Debre Birhan is safely managed until disposal. 

Moreover, the town’s sanitation decision-maker network is disparate and uncoordinated, which reproduces and exacerbates the above issues. This highly precarious social and public health scenario could easily lead to life-threatening diseases and have a cascading effect into the political and economic realms and is the main reason a CLA approach in Debre Birhan is imperative. 

To address this, two organizations — Tetra Tech and IRC — are applying a collective action approach to bring together town stakeholders around a common vision and change how sanitation services are delivered. This work is part of the larger, five-year USAID-funded Sustainable WASH Systems Learning Partnership (SWS) comprising eight partners — the University of Colorado at Boulder, Environmental Incentives, IRC, Tetra Tech, LINC, WaterSHED, Whave, and Oxford University — working to strengthen local systems in several countries. As the name implies, SWS is a learning initiative; collaboration and adaptation form the bedrock of this and all SWS solutions.
	Impact 2: As a result of Tetra Tech and IRC’s collaboration, stakeholders in Debre Birhan regularly convene to improve sanitation issues in the town. The Learning Alliance held its eighth meeting in April 2021. The assembly has about 20 members representing multiple levels of public administration, NGOs, the private sector, donors, and academia. Despite some turnover within organizations, institutions have remained committed and consistent.

Since its launch, Learning Alliance members have participated in various meetings, training, and learning exchanges. Tetra Tech has reported numerous achievements directly tied to Learning Alliance efforts and activities, including increased participation of sanitation decision makers and increased dialogue across several sanitation issues. One tangible outcome was the town government allocated 68 percent more funds to sanitation activities between 2020 and 2021. 

The Learning Alliance’s biggest win, however, was to resolve the long-standing conflict regarding the location of a new FS facility after the municipality closed the town’s FS disposal and treatment site in 2018. Following the construction of a temporary FS dumping site to address immediate needs through sustained discussions and consensus with town decision makers, the Learning Alliance continued these conversations and secured appropriate land for one permanent disposal site, and  identified land for a second permanent facility. Moreover, the Learning Alliance also helped usher in new operational mandates that include guidance on which entities (residential vs industrial) are allowed to use the sites. 



