Activity report

February – July 2003

Research Design 

Between February and the end of May the research project developed according the plan. I collected material and had a first round of informal discussions with researchers and policy implementers who had activities in the Jiu Valley (the World Bank, a researcher at the Romanian Academy having done field work there, Executive Director at the Romanian Academic Society, a Romanian think tank).  The issue that took most of my time between these periods was the research design itself, as I was looking at several design options:

· Look at policy processes in general and document them in different location (Romania and Croatia), therefore document the processes of agenda setting, policy formulation and implementation. My assumption was that the Croatian experience in building a socio-economic development plan for Šibenik-Knin and Zadar counties would be one of the best practices to recommend to policy makers in Jiu Valley, the region that I had chosen to study. Yet, as the region does not have any mining restructuring component, I decided that it is not comparable to the one I was studying in Romania. I therefore shifted to the possibility of studying a mining region in Poland or Ukraine. 
· Test the hypothesis that both policy processes but also policy content or solutions make a difference in terms of results. In this case I was going to broaden my paper significantly in the area of regional development policies.

· Undertake a more evaluation-oriented analysis of the programs in the Jiu Valley and document the successes and failures of the donor programs in Jiu Valley. This was an attractive design to my “clients”, policy makers and implementers, in particular the World Bank. This would have taken me to more down to earth and practical issues of policy failure, highlighting less the policy processes. 

The choice, after the first trip in the field, was to make a change in the design. Starting from my initial proposal to promote demand-driven policies I narrowed down my research to the social sectors – more precisely at the poverty and vulnerability component. I decided that I want to study the influence that various variables among which policy processes have over the vulnerability of households in the restructured mining regions. 

Literature 

The first part of my readings – that were a major activity between February and the end of June was focused on understanding the region “from books” and identifying those processes that were of interest for my research project. The main themes that I documented on were:

· Decentralization – as some of the researchers I was in contact mentioned capacity failure as one of the main problems in the Jiu valley, I wanted to understand how much of the planning and implementation capacity was in the hand of the local administration. 

· Jiu Valley – I found more than 20 studies run on the region, each of them tackling mainly the same issues: restructuring of the mining sectors and its impact on various fields: business, social development, environment. Studied the Comprehensive Development Framework, the approach of the World Bank in Jiu Valley. The CDF advocates among other things: a holistic long-term strategy; the country in the lead, both "owning" and directing the development agenda, with the Bank and other partners each defining their support in their respective business plans; stronger partnerships among governments, donors, civil society, the private sector, and other development stakeholders in implementing the country strategy; and a transparent focus on development outcomes to ensure better practical success in reducing poverty. This concept was locally implemented in Jiu Valley, and was evaluated recently as a success. Based on the process where the leaders of the Valley participated in identifying the problems and designing the solution, the Romanian government wrote a Jiu Valey development strategy last year.

· After my first field visit I decided on the variables I needed to look at, among which social exclusion as a dependant variable. As a result the literature read was interdisciplinary – from labor active measures, social exclusion, vulnerability, to poverty. The main institutions that provided valuable methodological insights were the Word Bank, OECD and the UK government.

· After another meeting wit a reputed Romanian sociologist who has done intensive work in the Jiu Valley, I focused my research design even more, shifting from social exclusion to vulnerability. 

· Another heavy reading session was consumed on research methods. Not that my school years and the IPF training sessions did not provide sufficient guiding on this, but reality was cruel especially in terms of data availability. Therefore, as I had decided to test my assumptions statistically, I had to spend time on defining variables in such a manner as to match scarce data on Jiu Valley but also the novelty of the concepts studied in the policy community. Both social exclusion and vulnerability have serious problems in terms of measurement, as methodologies to measure them are still under discussion. 

· The most pioneering work was defining the policy process variables. This was the last reading component, covering the last variables in study. There are different disciplines dealing with policy processes, one of them of policy origin, another one studying good governance. The second set is more diverse in the sense that it includes institutional issues besides traditional participation variables. 

Training 

Participated in two training sessions in March and June. The agendas of the training program is at http://www.osi.hu/ipf/Policy.Training.Summary.pdf
Mentors

The work with my mentors was extremely revealing in terms of making my research paper a practical and useful product for the stakeholders interested in the development of the Jiu Valley. The three persons who agreed to advise and critique my paper were Arabela Negulescu, the Deputy Chief of the World Bank in Bucharest, Sorin Ionita, Executive Director at the Romanian Academic Society and Lecturer at the National School of Government in Bucharest, as well as Andrew Cartwright, Research Fellow with the Center for Policy Studies and mentor group located in Budapest. 

Sorin Ionita has written among other things a case study on the challenges in the Jiu Valley and the problems that labor unions create in the area. Moreover, his experience in policy studies was extremely useful. Both him and Andrew Cartwright provided me with advise on how to narrow down my research paper and make sure my design is valid and strongly founded.

Arabela Negulescu is the Team Leader of a Bank Project in the Jiu Valley, and the discussions with her had two main objectives: to share and exchange information but, more importantly, align my research project with the Bank’s efforts in the Valley, for avoiding duplication, leveraging other existing efforts and adding value to the current research on the same area.  

Prof. Dumitru Sandu has also provided me with valuable input, even if he is not a mentor. He has done intensive work in both Jiu Valley but also poverty and social inclusion. He was the one advising me to narrow down to vulnerability instead of social exclusion as, following a recent project that he has undertook in the Valley, vulnerability is describing much better the reality in the region. 

Adding value 

Adding value to what others have done in terms of research on Jiu Valley is not a simple task. The area has public visibility, because of the social unrest, therefore several donors have funded projects, needs assessments or social impact studies. Not only the Bank has put money in consistent research in the valley, but also independent researchers (anthropologists, economists, sociologists) have come and added new layers of studies on the existing ones. Most of the important donors (the World Bank, the European Union, the Department for International Development of the United Kingdom and USAID have also followed up with interventions. 

The strategy was first of all to attract the Bank in the project.  Fortunately, the Deputy Chief who is also Team Leader in the project in the Valley has agreed on being my mentor. 

The first phase of the WB project was to build a reliable statistical database. The variation of major indicators (unemployment, for example, is estimated to be between 12% and 60%) determined a change in the Bank project. As a result, the Bank implemented a comprehensive survey including social and economic questions, with a deadline at the end of May. Ms. Negulescu suggested me to go in the field and work on some of the areas that they haven’t covered, in June. We agreed that after reviewing the statistics in June we will decide what area that will be. This way, not only we coordinated resources, but there is a niche IPF project that can be utilized immediately by the Bank and the local policy implementers

This was roughly the approach I had in trying to focus less on studying the region from scratch – and saw my project as a continuation of what others had done. As the type of research paper I am building is a policy study – a foundation for a policy memo, active listening to what policy makers have to say – and to what policy beneficiaries request from policymakers – was essential. 

The moment when I had the certitude I am well positioned among the other donors and research projects was when I had my meeting with Prof. Sandu, who is running the research on social development in the Valley. 

Participatory research 

A secondary objective that I had fixed for myself was to build the support of my “clients” from my first field trip. This was important especially because people in the valley don’t trust researchers and consultants who are coming in the region but have no impact and make no difference in terms of people’s life quality. 

Secondly, I have made it very specific in my first field trip that I would like my papers to be applicable and useful to the local community. As a result, I was requested to help the Association of Jiu Valley (an umbrella organization including 72 organizations) with designing a public campaign to raise awareness of current job opportunities. I negotiated with them to run first a few focus groups in order to have qualitative data on the real concerns of the former (and about to become) redundant miners. Given the fact that neither them nor myself have resources for running focus groups we decided that we are going to build a team (myself, DEEP foundation in Lupeni and the representative of a SocioPro company running such sociological projects in the region). I see this not only as building a participatory approach to research, but also as a good way to legitimize my research project and make it useful to the local community.

Field trip no 1

I undertook my first field trip in July 9-13, when I interviewed seven organizations in four cities in the Valley: the Governor of the Jiu Valley, appointed by the Prime Minister, a company running one of the component of the World Bank Mining Closure Program, an agency running the same program on the government side, and four NGOs. 

I ran semi-structured interviews with each of them, trying to get familiar with the problems of each city and each beneficiaries. The minutes of the meetings are used in the draft research report.

