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1. Introduction

The European Commission’s regional strategy for Central Asia mentions that “the severe limits on state budgets and administrative capacity suggests that the potential for poverty reduction through economic growth in Central Asia will essentially lie in utilising the existing human and physical capital resources more efficiently, and setting appropriate conditions for development of private initiatives at the local level”. Top down economic and social policies to support the declining economy have often failed to lead to growth in lagging areas. By contrast, it is increasingly recognised that “bottom up support” for endogenous development can be highly effective in supporting long-term development through measures such as human capital development, support for entrepreneurship, spreading and building local institutions and firms’ networks. Many local development initiatives have their origins in grass-roots movements of local people and organisations, responding to issues of immediate local concern.

Poverty is not necessarily a new phenomenon in Central Asia, but it has been exacerbated by the economic measures taken for the transition to a market economy. According to data published by the EBRD
, the share of the population living below the poverty line was in 2000, 35% in Kazakhstan, 60% in Kyrgyzstan, and approx. 30% in Uzbekistan (where social spending is high: social safety net represents 3.5% of GDP and education – 11.4%). Compared to its neighbours, Kazakhstan shows much higher levels of GDP per capita linked to the development of the oil and gas business, but income distribution inequalities are growing rapidly. In Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, 70 to 80% of the poor live in rural areas, while in Kazakhstan, this share is 60%. The poor are heavily concentrated among small farmers, and those engaged in a wide range of manufacturing and service activities in the largely non-regulated informal sector. There are no reliable estimates of the overall size of the informal sector, although in some countries of the region, it is estimated that more than half of the working population are employed in the informal sector.  

As in many other regions of the world, poverty alleviation has become the priority of many donors, including the European Union. While income-related definitions predominated in the past, a more comprehensive view based on a multidimensional approach to poverty is now being taken in international development co-operation. Poor people need a range of assets and capabilities at the individual level (such as health, education and housing), and at collective level (such as the ability to organise and mobilise to take collective action to solve their problems). If a multidimensional approach to poverty is adopted, an analysis of the specific poverty profile of Central Asia cannot be confined to income-related dimensions: it must also extend to the human development and social situation of the Central Asian people, which can be examined with the help of a few common indicators. If the Human Development Index (HDI) is taken as the basis, the Central Asian countries have lagged behind the average for the transition countries. Although Central Asia is in a far better position than the developing countries, with almost completely literate populations, a comparatively high life expectancy and a high level of education, its per capita income is still very low. In the global HDI ranking, which ranges from 1 (Norway) to 173 (Sierra Leone), the Central Asian countries lie between 79th and 112th place, with Kazakhstan and Tajikistan forming the two regional extremes.
 The region has been unable to equal the progress in human development made in other regions of the world.

The European Commission’s strategy to address these issues stresses that “capacity building for community-based partnership approaches should be strongly promoted and human resource development and skills upgrading schemes for job creation and income generation should be an integral part of such local development strategies”.

In its “Communication on education and training in the context of poverty reduction in developing countries” 
, the European Commission stresses the vital importance of education in reducing poverty and in development. The Communication mentions that “technical education and vocational training are necessary for the establishment of an education system that offers an alternative to students leaving the system who will ultimately provide a skilled workforce for the formal and informal sectors”. While there is a lot of literature on the informal sector in the developing regions of the world, it is still a relatively new phenomenon in the transition countries of Central Asia that still needs to be properly investigated. The informal sector is still often seen as a phenomenon that creates unfair competition with “formal” companies and needs to be fought against. Informal businesses are usually found in the small off farm services such as trade (selling production from small cottages for example), small restaurants, handicrafts, or car repair.

Training (or skills development, a term which is often preferred, as it has a wider definition and focuses on learning and skills acquisition) activities are frequent ingredients in local development initiatives, because it is increasingly recognised that the skills, ideas and competencies of local people are a critical factor in supporting business creation, and in helping unemployed people to access jobs and increase their incomes. However skills development measures are seldom studied or evaluated, and literature on this subject is rare. 
This paper intends to examine what role training/ skills development play in local development initiatives. 
In this context, the ETF is trying to highlight the training and skills development policies that are relevant to a changing environment where traditional ways of delivery are no longer adequate. Such policies acknowledge that formal education and training by public institutions still has a role to play but these are probably not sufficient nor adapted in their traditional and inflexible ways of delivery. The present report will therefore explore what other types of non-public institutions, non-formal learning and non-traditional approaches are needed to respond to the needs of a constantly changing environment. The ETF can transfer these experiences across regions and countries and contribute to policy learning. 
Major input to this paper comes from the ETF study on “Training strategies for local development” carried out during 2003 by Eduarda Castel Branco in close co-operation with three teams of experts in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. 


2) The international debate on skills development for local development in a context of poverty alleviation

2.1 Approaches to local development

Local development policies aim at enhancing employment opportunities, increasing incomes, and improving quality of life through long-term sustainable development. Most international organisations involved in skills development agree that in order to properly integrate training/skills development in local development programmes, an active involvement of various stakeholders and partners with different profiles is essential. This is a way to improve governance at grass-root level, provided that local authorities have a certain degree of autonomy, and that some sort of decentralisation process has already taken place. Active involvement of various stakeholders is also useful to develop ownership and secure long-term sustainability.
The usual target groups of local development initiatives are the most vulnerable layers of the population, which are often difficult to reach and attract because they are not represented by any organisation and do not see any personal interest in training. They are characterised by their “lack of voice”. Education and training reform policies usually put a lot of emphasis on social partners’ involvement, although the poor are excluded from the usual tripartite representation: they are not represented by the employers’ nor the employees’ organisations, as they are often self-employed, working for micro businesses, or without any employment. 

Partnership for training should go beyond the usual tripartite representation, promoted by most international organisations - whether at local or national level - and include representation of the community-based target group representatives.

Another obstacle to reaching a balanced partnership is the predominant weight of government institutions compared to non-state organisations and civil society, although in some countries, these obstacles can also be considered as an asset. This depends of course on governments’ policies and approaches. For example in some cases, strong involvement of the State can stimulate and support local development, while in others it will only regulate and control. In order to reach a balanced partnership, each actor should have a legitimated role and none should be over-dominant.

The benefits of creating partnership for training are numerous: better co-ordination with sector policies, less duplication, creation of networking opportunities for the trainees and trainers, joint organisation of training, integration of findings in policy frameworks. An efficient support structure is needed to strengthen these processes and ensure their sustainability. However in many cases these partnerships are still weak, and often exclude formal training providers (which, as explained under 2.2, have almost no contacts with informal training providers).

More generally, international experience shows that successful local development policies are usually based on:

· Partnership between local players of diversified profile, between public, private and voluntary sectors, to bring together new resources, competencies, and increase the democratic dimension of economic and social policies. These partnership approaches help avoiding overlap and improving customer-oriented policies.

· Mobilisation of the local population and networks to create local empowerment, through endogenous bottom-up development, although the mobilisation process is frequently triggered by outsiders. Local development policies should maximise locally available skills and empower the poor to learn for themselves and organise themselves.

· Integrated approaches that seek to address all the major factors affecting local development: training for the poor in a context of local development cannot be isolated from other measures taken to combat poverty. It must be integrated into community-based economic and political development tools (micro-credit, networks, legislative measures…). Local development approaches help horizontal integration (education, employment, economic development, housing, etc.), but also vertical integration between donors, national, regional, city and community levels.

· Development of the human capital based on the development of skills, ideas and competencies of local people, as it is recognised that they are critical to business success and enhanced employability. Therefore skills development measures are present in most local development programmes. They aim at providing a wide range of skills that enable local people to develop effective coping strategies at both the household and community levels.

· Social capital is also an important community asset, and can be defined as the traditional features of social organisation such as trust and networks (formal and informal), that facilitate co-ordinated actions. It is more and more recognised that the presence of social capital improves the effectiveness of development projects
2.2 The role of the formal vocational education and training system in training and skills development for local development

Several international organisations have brought back skills development on the development/poverty agenda. Unesco and the European Union have questioned the sole focus of development policies on basic education. In its programme Education For All, Unesco has introduced an objective linked to “life skills” (goal 3: “promote the acquisition of life skills by adolescents and youth”. In the recent ILO report on “working out of poverty”
, ILO Director General states: “skills are essential to improve productivity, incomes and access to employment opportunities. Yet a striking feature of most poverty reduction strategies is the absence of vocational education and training – even though the vast majority of working people living in poverty cannot afford and have no access to training opportunities.” As other international organisations, the ILO refers to the “current training crisis”
 and the limited impact that existing vocational training has had on the poor in developing countries. For many, the role of VET has become very marginalised in most poverty reduction strategies, as it has failed to provide the poor with the knowledge and skills needed to increase their productivity and incomes. The ETF study aimed at finding out whether the same phenomenon can be observed in Central Asia.

Although international organisations promote the idea of local partnerships between all community members in their fight against poverty, the formal education system and in particular professional schools are often left out of training initiatives. Why? Because they provide technical skills that often are outdated and no longer in demand on the labour market. They are themselves in a desperate state with outdated equipment, standards and curricula, lack modern technology and teaching methods, and have little links with the labour market and suffer from a bad reputation. Unlike developing countries, VET systems in Central Asia have not managed yet to find the right balance between overloaded general parts of the curriculum and too narrow job specific vocational parts.
Formal education and training systems continue to provide skills for wage employment, while there is a growing need for skills for self-employment, especially amongst the most vulnerable people living in rural areas, where there is almost no opportunity for wage employment, and for whom self-employment is the only survival option. Teachers and trainers usually have very little understanding of the problems facing micro-businesses, of what it means to do business in the informal sector, and cater for the needs of the poor. Many of them leave these schools because of low pay and unattractive working conditions. There is a general lack of financial, human resources, and political will at central level to embark in comprehensive reforms to modernise the VET systems.

Furthermore, even though poverty alleviation has become a priority of most governments in the region, and although education and training are mentioned as tools to fight poverty in the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers, this priority is not reflected in training policy objectives. National authorities in charge of defining education and training policy frameworks do not see it as a tool to combat social exclusion and reduce poverty.

For these reasons, vocational schools are less able than NGOs to deliver flexible training that is relevant for small entrepreneurs, micro-businesses or self-employed people. International donors prefer to entrust their projects to international NGOs, which are “closer to the people”, more appropriate to work with the poor and empower them, known for their efficiency in training vulnerable target groups, and identifying their training needs, especially in the informal sector. “Empowering” the poor means providing them support that enables them to take responsibility for diagnosing their own problems and developing appropriate solutions. It is a process that promotes awareness and attitudes that result in greater self-confidence and self-belief. NGOs are also politically committed to work with the poor through community schemes.

Vocational schools on the other hand continue to use top-down processes of skills transfers, with little or no involvement of trainees in the identification of training needs and the design of training programmes. NGOs also have their weaknesses, for example the tendency to use their own teaching staff, and methodologies, and even create parallel training structures that live on funding from external donors. This approach is not sustainable and does not help developing local capacities.

Since local development is about creating partnerships, and involving all local stakeholders in community development, vocational schools should not just be closed and left out of skills development programmes for the local communities.

If international experience
 shows that in developing countries, there has been in the past a massive shift of training away from the public sector and to the private and NGO training sector, the argument now appears to be one of finding complementarity between the two. Vocational schools and more generally public training providers should be associated to training programmes for the poor, as a useful learning and capacity-building exercise, enabling them to deliver flexible training not only for wage employment, once external funding for NGOs stops. It is a way to improve the quality of formal training and allow training institutions to adapt their training programmes to the needs of the most vulnerable. In this context, organisational and institutional development of public training providers is important. In view of future sustainability and dissemination, other important stakeholders have to be associated to this approach, such as local education and employment authorities, and relevant Ministries (particularly important since a key issue in transition countries is the reform of their institutional capacities). Otherwise if all training provision is left to NGOs, there is a risk of marginalisation of bottom up initiatives. The World Bank and the Swiss Development Agency are thinking along these lines when they suggest that working only with NGOs can block capacity building of institutional structures.

To put it briefly, a main issue is to try to see how to move from single, local, NGO driven projects that exclude public institutions such as professional schools, towards national policies that do not eliminate all the positive sides of the NGO approaches, but secure better sustainability, coverage and public school involvement.
2.3 Implications for the formal vocational education and training systems?

According to research carried out by the ILO, non-formal and informal training are well adapted to the informal sector, or self-employment, while the objective of the public vocational education and training system is still industrial wage employment (see chapter 2.2). Public training providers have often failed to provide business skills for those who want to set up their own business - or have no other choice in regions where there is no opportunity for wage employment. If they were given the opportunity to become involved in training for the self-employed as well (mostly in the informal sector) they would be able to reorient their training programmes to self-employment support. This way, they would have the possibility to reach out for those who also need to be prepared for self-employment, work in micro-businesses, instead of offering only traditional educational programmes for employment that were suited for the “old” economy. This shift of emphasis towards skills development for self-employment, mainly in the informal sector is useful, although it is difficult to conceive a skills development or economic development strategy that does not also have a formal sector focus. Skills training for the informal sector should be embraced as an integral part of the education/training reform, and not be left to private/ NGO training providers only. Vocational schools are a place that should cater for the needs of both the formal and the informal sectors. This should of course take place within the limits of what the ILO defines as “decent work”, i.e. work that fully respects the workers’ fundamental rights.

This would mean for vocational schools major changes in their attitude to the external world, such as the development of partnerships with local associations, enterprises and individuals in the informal sector as well (where, as noted before, most of the self-employment takes place) or the creation of stronger networks between schools. Schools would have to increase the share of practical training (as employers often complain that the lack of practical training is a major weakness of formal vocational education), have a better understanding of working practices in micro-businesses, and teach graduates how to apply their knowledge in different work situations. To achieve these objectives, they will need to become more autonomous, which will imply a greater decentralisation process and major reforms in terms of VET governance and funding.

Another argument in favour of partnership between NGOs, private training providers and VET schools is that research
 shows that it is far from clear that private skills development is capable of covering the whole range of skills needed by local communities. Instead there is evidence that private providers are most efficient and effective in areas such as information and communication technologies and commercial skills (where the capital investment is minimal) but less successful in the capital-intensive areas of technical training. In order to meet the needs of micro-enterprises, a good mixture of both is needed.

Moreover, private training providers are often concentrated in a few major urban centres, while public schools are spread all over the country, including rural areas, where poverty is mostly concentrated. It is gradually realised
 that changes are needed in rural vocational training, based on an updated analysis of the rural setting. The rural economy is experiencing considerable changes in its skills requirements. Many rural families are trying to supplement their farm incomes by engaging in new non-agricultural, income-generating activities. Since there is only scarce industrial production in the rural areas, wage jobs in rural areas and towns are limited (except for casual labour in agricultural peak seasons). The informal nature of the rural labour market makes it difficult to identify standard occupational requirements for the various types of income-generating activities. There is therefore a need to move away from conventional occupational categories and identify new training programmes that can provide skills for a wide range of part-time and seasonal income-earning opportunities that often have a low level of specialisation. Again partnerships between NGOs, private and public training providers could facilitate the delivery of flexible training that has both a technical and a business content.

In order to deliver flexible training, vocational schools must be authorised to adapt their curricula and teaching methods to a completely new public – a public composed mainly of adults who need to quickly acquire new skills - to introduce for example modular training, flexible training schedules, etc. This can only happen if the central authorities are consulted and involved, and in particular the Ministries responsible for VET and employment policies. However, for the time being most national authorities seem to be unaware of (and not involved in) local development initiatives carried out by the international community.  There is often no interaction between the national programmes fighting poverty and grass-root initiatives, although they have common objectives.

One of the purposes of the ETF study on local development programmes in Central Asia, the ETF has tried verifying whether these patterns and trends also apply to Central Asia.

3) The ETF initiative in Central Asia

In order to have a better understanding on how the issue of skills development is addressed by the different local development initiatives, and whether international trends are reflected in Central Asia, the ETF set up small teams of national and international experts who in the first half of 2003 carried out a stocktaking exercise in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan.

The aim of the stocktaking exercise was to identify different strategies and approaches to training and skills development in the context of local development, with a view to make recommendations to policy makers at local, regional and national levels on how to strengthen the human and social capital when designing local development projects, and to advise the European Commission on its local development strategies, in relation to skills development.

In each country, the experts’ teams visited or sent questionnaires to 20-30 projects or programmes involved in local and/or community development. Although these countries only have a recent experience of local development, and of “taking their problems in their hands”, a number of conclusions can already be drawn from the study. Various types of projects were visited, from small villages’ projects, to larger-scale programmes covering whole regions, or even the whole country (such as national poverty reduction programmes). Local development policies can cover more than just a small territory: the critical features do not lie in the small dimension but in the objectives of the intervention. The types of interventions varied as well, from typical donor-supported NGO projects, to community-development activities supported by international companies (like a large international tobacco company in Kazakhstan).

4) The stocktaking exercise

Through field visits and written surveys, the experts’ teams have attempted to highlight the specificities of skills development in the context of local development, and focused in particular on the following issues:

Training preparation

· What is the place of training/ skills development in local development initiatives? How is it integrated with other local development measures?

· How are training needs identified? How are target groups participating in local development projects selected? Which methodologies are used?

· How are labour market opportunities for newly trained workers analysed?

· What are the links between training and community development perspectives?

· How is it ensured that training delivered responds to local needs?

· How are community networks used to promote training and learning?

Training content

· What type of training is provided? Specific vocational skills? Basic skills, problem solving and management, communication and negotiation skills? Entrepreneurial skills to set up small businesses? Specific skills to become self-employed?

Training delivery

· How is training delivered and organised? Is it formal training in classrooms, on-the-job training, apprenticeship, or are there more non-formal ways of training?

Training funding

· How is training funded and by whom?

Training partners

· What is the role of private and public training providers, and NGOs?

· Do schools go beyond their official training programmes and orient their curricula towards the needs of the local communities? Do the local communities use them as resource centres?

Training follow-up

· How is training assessed? Is there an assessment of training impact?

· Are tracers’ studies organised to check whether trainees have found a job corresponding to their skills?

· Is there a feedback process to take into account the results of the assessment?

· How is positive experience transferred to other projects?

5) Skills development for local development: an example from Central Asia?

Local development aims at creating employment and generating extra incomes at the level of a rural or urban area with a view to promote business development, and thereby contribute to poverty alleviation. Although these mobilisation movements should be initiated at grass-root level, in Central Asia outsiders such as donors and international NGOs often trigger them.

Training in a local development context takes different forms (formal but mostly non-formal) and aims at providing technical (usually at low level of technology) and business skills for wage, but most often for self-employment (see 2.3). Training contents for self-employment usually feature a mixture of occupational, managerial, basic and social competencies, varying according to local conditions. In poor countries, self-employment is often related to the informal sector. According to the ILO definition 
 this term is commonly used to refer to that segment of the labour market that has absorbed significant number of jobseekers, mostly in self-employment, and to workers in very small production units. Informal activities are often characterised by low levels of capital, skills, access to organised markets and technology; low and instable incomes and poor and unpredictable working conditions. It is not uncommon for registered enterprises to undertake formal and informal economic activities simultaneously as a way to reduce taxation and administrative burdens. Informal activities are often outside the scope of official statistical enumeration and government regulations, and beyond formal systems of labour and social protection. This is why most Central Asian governments see it as a negative phenomenon that must be kept under tight control.

Skills development is often used for social mobilisation and trust building at the onset of various community development projects (the so called “social capital”, or what the World Bank calls “the glue that holds society together”). 

In Central Asia, skills development has different objectives depending on the overall objectives of the community-driven projects:

· Skills development can be used for institutional building and development at the projects’ onset;

· It is a way to increase self confidence, involvement in community issues and ultimately the possibility to find a job;

· It is also a way to grasp community potential and incite people to be more autonomous in making decisions and solving their own problems within a group approach;

· Skills development is useful to build human capital through the development of professional skills;

· It helps reorienting people towards new economic activities and disclosing entrepreneurship potential and perspectives.

The types of skills most commonly found in local development initiatives in Central Asia are in the following fields: 

· Agriculture: introduction of new cultures, land fertility, plant protection, environment

· Agro-business: management, marketing, pricing, networking, fiscal and legal issues, bookkeeping, planning, reporting, land rights, contracting, credit application

· Entrepreneurship: idea generation, development of entrepreneurial potential

· Livestock production: selection, veterinary care, dairy and milk production

· Water management, irrigation, drainage systems

· Off-farm rural economy: small restaurants and services, trade, rural tourism, handicrafts, social services, environment (regional seas, natural disasters…)

· Technical skills: auto maintenance and repair, mechanics for agricultural equipment, sewing, food processing, wood processing, veterinary care, family and child health and living conditions, catering, cultural and social animation, domestic services, information and communication technologies

· Advocacy: legislation, human rights, creation of associations.

In order to implement local development initiatives, NGOs also have their own skills development programmes to strengthen their internal resources and management:

· NGO management, planning, monitoring, reporting, fund raising, networking

· Community mobilisation techniques such as participative and facilitation approaches, groups dynamics, leadership, motivation

It is clear that skills development in itself does not create employment. However if properly associated (see 2.1) to other local development tools (such as micro-credit, rehabilitation of social and rural infrastructure, access to water, maintenance of irrigation and drainage systems, production and marketing of local products, improvement of income generation potential, environment protection) it can be a powerful tool as a source of income generation. In Uzbekistan, the experts’ team found out that the most effective projects in terms of poverty alleviation are those in which training is a well-integrated tool, rather than those for which training is the only ingredient.

It is interesting to note that although the population in Central Asia is practically fully literate
 - secondary level of education is common even in rural areas – and although every project participant has no problem to read documents and write an idea or solve an exercise, literacy on its own is not enough to overcome the effect of the Soviet cultural heritage, i.e. a life experience without autonomous problem analysis and decision-making capacity regarding community matters.

Training beneficiaries are conscious that training can be a useful tool, although they are not yet ready to pay for this service. Training is almost always financed by international donors, which is quite natural, given that the clienteles are generally unable to pay for these services.

6) Skills development strategies in Central Asia

The stocktaking exercise has shown that local development initiatives have introduced innovative approaches, built on community mobilisation, and are almost always led by civil society, mainly NGOs. NGOs are often characterised by their exceptional learning abilities, incomparable capacity to work in the field with difficult target groups and under stressful conditions. The NGO movement offers a completely new opportunity for dynamic educated people (particularly women) to work in new fields full of innovation and exchanges in the social sector. Their interventions are often of relatively limited scale, and always financed and supported by donors. 

Kyrgyzstan appears to have a leading position in community development methodologies in the region. Valuable contribution to local development arises also from projects that do not have community development as their central objective. This is the case of projects addressing for example the support to small business, agricultural reform, support to the new farmers, land reform, ecology and environment. At the other end of the spectrum, Uzbekistan does not offer a large sample of projects with a community development profile. This could be due to the highly centralised system and the still shy civil society movement.

Each local development initiative has its own target groups, which as a rule are the most vulnerable members of the communities (as local development aims at reducing poverty): old people, the unemployed, young people, women, handicapped people, refugees. But they also target small farmers, water users, cottage owners, self-employed people, and also indirectly local authorities. When women are the main target groups of local development initiatives, they are often offered stereotyped training for low paid traditional tasks and occupations (sewing, traditional craft), which in a way reinforces their subordinate position in society. 

The basis of successful community-driven development is the active involvement of all community members. However in order to be involved in training activities, the poor have to be active, to be able to apply what they have learnt, which excludes the weakest members of the communities such as the handicapped, old or sick people.

It also happens that training activities, especially in business and entrepreneurial skills development, are indicated for people with a certain degree of entrepreneurial capacity and experience, which the most socially and economically excluded do not possess. As their absorption capacities are limited, the best approach is to start with inclusion, mobilisation, and trust building through awareness-raising activities.

The Kygyz experts’ team has also noted that community participation is sometimes limited to formal participation, with the only objective to receive financial support to solve local problems. Local participants do not always have a clear understanding of the donors’ objectives, of the innovative approaches, which are used to create mechanisms that help the community to work together to jointly solve problems of common interest. Beyond their official policy statements, donors also have the tendency to design, implement and control projects, without full participation of end beneficiaries. There is often a gap between the declared intentions and what is actually done and perceived.

6.1 Important steps in a skills development strategy

All projects have an overall objective and relatively well defined target groups and areas. Some elements of a training strategy can be identified, although they are not always specifically stated. Training/skills development is sometimes so informal, that it is not even considered as training by the project implementers and beneficiaries.
 Training is seen more as a process than an end-result, but is always an important element in the success of a project. Local development projects that demonstrate some aspects of a training strategy usually follow a number of common steps:

· Proper training needs assessment following a rigorous methodology

· Related labour market analysis to ensure that the new skills acquired are needed on the labour market

· Design of adapted and flexible training programmes and material

· Adapted training of trainers’ programmes, using local resources

· Participative training and monitoring methodologies, including impact assessment of skills development.

Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) is a tool that is generally used to identify and find solutions to crucial living problems. In PRA, training and information are often mentioned as means to generate trust and cohesion, and disclose the communities’ unused potential. However many projects lack the necessary funds to carry out proper training needs’ analysis. Therefore training is often organised on the basis of what NGOs feel is important for the communities, and on their previous experience in other regions of the world rather than on a proper analysis of local needs. The Kyrgyz team considered that training beneficiaries were not enough involved in the definition of training needs.

Monitoring the impact of training is also considered to be an element of best practice. General project evaluation or even impact assessment are often foreseen, but not necessarily impact assessment of training components. To assess the impact of training, NGOs often use evaluation questionnaires filled in right after the training has taken place, but which do not give any indication on the long term effect of training on employment and income generation. Tracers’ studies are almost never carried out. Furthermore, it is not always easy to identify which factor (training? Availability of credit?) has led to job creation. It requires quite sophisticated methodologies that NGOs are not trained to use. 

In order to reinforce the impact of training delivered locally, a more rigorous approach is needed, which would require additional resources that not all organisations can afford. 

Identifying the contribution that training can make to reducing levels of poverty is a major challenge. Given the usual fascination for micro-finance, there is a real danger that in impact assessments, this tool might be considered as the main factor for increased income. There is indeed a tendency to consider that it is better to concentrate on other types of support for the poor (such as micro-credit, primary education and health services) because they are seen as having much greater (visible) impacts on poverty reduction. In addition, training is usually not treated as ”basic social service”, unlike primary education, and basic health care. For these reasons, governments and donors tend to focus their efforts on these sectors, and other forms of intervention, most notably micro-finance.

6.2 NGOs and skills development

As mentioned before, international donors prefer to entrust their local development and poverty alleviation programmes to NGOs, which have a reputation of efficiency (and lower costs) in organising skills development for vulnerable target groups in the field, under stressing conditions. In a country like Tajikistan, most training and skills upgrading initiatives are left to individual NGOs like the Aga Khan Foundation or NGOs that are traditionally active in developing countries such as Acted, Care, or Caritas.

Consequently, NGOs are the preferred providers of non-formal skills development in local and community-driven development programmes (as opposed to the formal “official” education and training system). They are seen as appreciated partners who have shown their strengths:

· They offer flexible and adaptable training, accessible to vulnerable target groups, which is based on innovative needs assessment methods. During the survey carried out in Central Asia, the experts’ teams have evidenced some methods used to identify training needs: oral and written surveys, discussions, review of local practice, with its positive and negative sides effects.

· In principle, they are experienced in designing adapted training programmes, curricula, and training material. They have experience in designing modular training material.

· Training courses are very flexible in terms of content and duration: from very short term courses (one day to one week) to medium term specialised training programme of several weeks or months (such as the business management training programme of PRAGMA). Training is also mobile, and can be organised in the locality of the target audience.

· Training courses include a mix of theoretical and practical content, which is adapted to the different needs and levels of participants. They have a practical orientation, with income generation purposes, and marked emphasis on “life skills”.

· NGOs have introduced participative training methods, including games, group dynamics, and visual methods to enhance the learning potential of training material.

· They have a strong commitment to work with the most vulnerable layers of the population.

· They are able to design integrated training packages that associate credit application to business planning, project management, environment awareness and protection, fund raising, legislation and specific production skills. Even if they do not deliver al the services required, they are able to tap into a network of specialist organisations, which have developed appropriate expertise.

· NGOs have special programmes to train local trainers in modern and flexible teaching methods.

· They can use and combine the expertise of different professionals with practical experience (international experts, medical doctors, agronomists, and even civil servants from key services – tax inspectorate, company registration, etc.).

· Thanks to the support of their international sponsors, they have built invaluable expertise that allows them to have access to various networks, technical assistance, or study visits.

· They are used to monitor training effects and follow-up their trainees, which is a rule of certain international projects such as the ILO project “Start your own business” (although funds are not always available for proper impact assessment, as indicated under 6.1).

For all these reasons, NGOs are the preferred partners for organising and delivering training. Public education providers are almost never involved in training for local development, although their premises and equipment are sometimes used on an ad-hoc basis. Teachers and trainers from the formal education system are also sometimes recruited (although they are usually recruited from universities, not professional schools). Professional schools are seen as not flexible enough, and too expensive. This is partly due to the fact that they must follow very rigid rules imposed by state regulations regarding the length, schedule and content of training. However, since these schools are often involved in retraining programmes for the unemployed, they have some exposure to adult training, and vulnerable groups, that could be useful for the informal type of training provided by NGOs.

On the other hand, NGOs cannot issue recognised certificates, which in the mid-term can create problems of quality and recognition in education and on the labour market (which is not a problem for basic training, but can become challenging for more advanced training).

But NGOs also have their weaknesses…

Despite all these strong sides, some NGOs continue to use ready-made methodologies and standardised training methodologies tested in developing countries that are not necessarily adapted to the environment of the transition economies of Central Asia. Quality control and monitoring systems are not always in place, which can be caused by relatively low budgets, lack of qualified staff and specific tools. When evaluation tools exist, the measurement of quality and effectiveness of training is usually reduced to immediate training satisfaction evaluation (see 6.1), which does not say anything about the effectiveness and impact of training (as measured for example by the adoption of new work methods, the ability to apply new skills, or the possibility to find a new job). Carrying out tracers’ studies to follow up trainees is expensive and time consuming, and not all NGOs can afford it.

Some NGOs can also be tempted to apply strict selection criteria, in order to reach high efficiency rates, while others will conduct training programmes for larger audiences, with less favourable efficiency rates. This is why “training for the poor” generally benefits relatively better-off groups, mainly because they are more “reachable”, and more likely to have identified training needs. The potential “pays-off” of this “investment” is higher.

Co-ordination between NGOs is usually weak, as is the development of effective networks, since they are often competing for funding.

The Uzbek team has noted a number of issues that would need to be addressed and improved:

· Although all experts working on local development issues have a good educational background, they are not necessarily experts in social issues, and even less in training. This can lead in some cases to a superficial mastering of the concepts and materials, their incorrect application, and applying new knowledge and concepts without trying to adapt them to new environments.

· The Uzbek team noted that gender issues were often at the core of NGO projects (projects dealing with health, reproduction, women’s rights and place in society). It is quite difficult to evaluate the results of these projects, as there has been no evaluation of the place of women in society, on their role in decision processes, even at micro level.

· There is a lack of printed information on local development initiatives. Resources centres (that could be located by training centres at very low cost) would be useful reference points to disseminate this information. The few resource centres that exist present the information in an inordinate way, without proper catalogues nor useful legislative information. 

· Training does not represent the main activity of most NGOs: they provide training, because they received a grant in which training is just a component amongst others. But they lack trained instructors able to use pedagogical methodologies and approaches. The manuals that are used for the training sessions are often provided without any methodological support. Full training packages - including methodological support, training material and practical exercises – are almost never found. The effectiveness of trainers’ work is rarely assessed. They are often left on their own to develop their own training material, without any consultation with other trainers or project managers, which can lead to duplication and overlap between different training sessions.

· Training packages (training handouts, manuals, evaluation surveys…) are either developed locally and adapted to local needs, or they are developed by international organisations and used as such by local organisations (as it is the case with UNDP or ILO material). There are also cases when the material developed by international organisations is adapted to the local circumstances.

· One of the weakest aspects of training provided in a context of local development are the evaluation procedures: evaluation is not an integral part of the project cycle from its onset and indicators are often missing. Funds are insufficient to carry out proper evaluation. The most frequent form of evaluation are the formal questionnaires distributed at the end of a seminar, in which most trainees give high marks, and do not make any constructive proposal for improvement. Tracers studies are not commonly used.

6.3 Local and national authorities and skills development

Local authorities are rarely involved in local development initiatives, mainly for two reasons: the lack of mutual trust between NGOs and local authorities, and the inability to find common interests and joint objectives. In certain cases local authorities are also unable to take decisions and support initiatives without preliminary authorisation from the top: this discourages civil organisations and donors, and forces them to bypass official bodies.

Local development organisations are not sufficiently aware of the national development programmes, and the objectives of the national poverty reduction strategies. There is a clear lack of co-ordination between them. National authorities do not involve them in the design and implementation of social programmes, although they would be willing and able to take new responsibilities in this field.

At national level, there can also be a lack of coordination between different institutions: for example, although education and training are often considered as tools to combat poverty in Poverty Alleviation Strategy Papers, most education and training policies designed by Ministries of Education do not have explicit goals with respect to poverty reduction

Creating more links with local employment offices (almost non existent), entrepreneurs associations and employers could increase placement possibilities for people having undergone training. For example in Uzbekistan employment centres would be ready to cover the costs of on-the-job training in enterprises, which is a useful way for young people to obtain practical skills. The Uzbek team considered that a system of financial incentives should be introduced, to incite enterprises to take part in local development initiatives (and for example offer on-the-job training to allow young people to gain practical training).

In Kazakhstan, the financial conditions proposed by the employment services to organise training for the unemployed are so low, that they have discouraged participation of the private sector and NGOs: as a result, only state schools are able to compete, which has led to a general decrease in quality, with training methods not adapted to adults. In this case as well, partnerships between public and private training providers and NGOs could be envisaged to increase the quality and relevance of training delivered.

6.4 Skills development through traditional apprenticeship 

Training on the job, apprenticeship in enterprises is not a widespread phenomenon, although enterprises often complain that graduates lack practice, and that they are unable to utilise the skills and knowledge they have acquired. As an ETF project “Training for Enterprise Development” showed, entrepreneurs are concentrating their efforts on survival, they often lack long-term development perspectives, and are not interested in investing in staff development. “Survival” enterprises predominate in most informal sectors. People in these enterprises are too busy working to have time to enrol on training courses of any kind. People in the informal sector do not perceive training as a being important to increase their competitiveness and productivity. Credit and access to markets are the most critical constraints.

However the ETF study shows that apprenticeship in the informal sector is growing in importance in Uzbekistan, not only in traditional specialities (such a sewing, ceramic, pottery) but also in professions that are in high demand on local labour markets, such as shoemakers, hairdressers, butchers, locksmiths or mechanics. Despite its informal nature, this type of apprenticeship seems to be well organised, with different training stages where the young apprentice starts with basic tasks and continues progressively with more sophisticated ones. Informal apprenticeship has its positive but also negatives sides, like the lack of control, the low level of specialisation, the lack of access to modern technologies and the risks of child labour. In other regions of the world, traditional apprenticeship provides most of the training needed in the informal sector.

6.5 Changing training objectives from community development to skills development

An evolution in the objectives of community development projects and related training/skills development over the past ten years can be highlighted:

Phase 1, community formation, and tools for mobilisation

· Focus as initially on community forming, with the aim to mobilise the existing human capital and potential social capital, create self-confidence, promote participation, and help prioritising fields of intervention. The content of training concentrated on problem analysis, basic planning of community reconstruction, decision making, basic community organisation. The methods used were group dynamics, participative and interactive methods such as case studies, games and role-playing.

· There was later on a shift towards the management of community development, with the organisation of training and seminars on strategic planning, operation planning, management, teamwork, fund raising or monitoring. Another important feature was the elaboration of project technical and financial proposals.

Phase 2, skills training to reinforce business and production

· Subsequently the need aroused to concentrate on skills considered as crucial for the adaptation to the market economy, especially in rural areas, with a transition to entrepreneurship and new farming professions. On the one hand, NGOs concentrated on health and sanitation, which were considered to be critical to fight poverty, and on the other, they supported productive activities, with skills development in farming, handicrafts, and micro-business. Business training packages and tools were then developed under the supervision of international organisations like the ILO or GTZ. Almost every NGO interviewed for the ETF survey has a business or entrepreneurship development element.

6.6 General trends in training content

· Entrepreneurship development is found more frequently than “business management skills”. This type of training aims at disclosing the entrepreneurial potential and skills and help idea generation and planning. A typical package of this type is the ILO methodology “Start your Own Business”, which puts emphasis on idea generation techniques and preparation of action plans.

· Since 1996, general business management skills, business planning and credit application have been popular amongst international donors such as Tacis (SMEDA and BCC), USAID (PRAGMA), UNDP, UNIDO (SBDC), GTZ (CEFE method). They include marketing and sales, financial management, pricing and costing, strategy, human resources, management and organisation.

· Core farming activities are developing i.e. integrated skills needed for the farmer’s profession, such as 1) agronomy and livestock related skills: horticulture, livestock reproduction, commercialisation, new cultures with higher margins, dairy and milk, fruits and vegetables processing, plant protection, appropriate use of chemical inputs, optimised irrigation, and 2) agro-business: work organisation, product commercialisation, marketing (promotion, packaging, innovative products), sources of market information (prices, suppliers, potential buyers), cash management, simple bookkeeping, or pricing.

· Other training components are frequently found: information and communication technologies, legislation, which is a strong component of many projects, and is linked to awareness raising on the legislative-regulatory framework of business, with focus on specific areas such as: land and property (purchase, sale, leasing, use as collateral, taxation), rights and obligations of the farmer (important under quickly changing legislation), taxation, contracts, leasing, banking and others. An important area of skills development addresses private farming (a new profession – see below) and the inherent relationship to land (leasing or ownership, depending on the degree of market economy development). Business owners are the preferred victims of tax authorities and other civil servants who use information on legislation changes as a tool for power and bribes. The average business is more preoccupied with survival and growth through appropriate behaviour towards the regulatory framework than with key business success factors such as: strategy, quality, pricing, efficiency in the organisation, management accounting, or promotion. Therefore the objective of training sessions on the regulatory-legislative framework is to allow small rural entrepreneurs to use their rights and thus avoid unnecessary pressure from civil servants. 

· Certain NGOs are starting to include advocacy in their programmes as a new area of activity. This relatively new area is a continuation of previous activities carried out by most NGOs, which usually led to civil awareness mobilisation and brought vital issues of community quality of life and human rights in discussion with local authorities.

· Technical skills development has not yet become a core ingredient of local development projects. However training for agriculture and production enhancement has definitely become a feature of many projects. In Uzbekistan very large training projects for farmers have started recently in pilot districts. These projects support the development of farmers as a profession, but given their centralised management and the lack of involvement of local civil organisations, they cannot be fully considered as local development initiatives. However donors have insisted on the need to associate local communities and NGOs to the efforts of such projects.

With the latest trends in skills development towards a mixture of technical and business skills needed for the new farming professions, the experience of NGOs has become even more relevant for the VET system, that needs to adapt itself to the new requirements of the rural economy. The VET system still offers narrow agricultural specialisations (such as truck operator) to its graduates, while the market today needs people with a wide spectrum of skills, ranging from modern agronomy and livestock related skills to marketing and pricing techniques. The new generation of farmers needs to learn how to apply for micro-credits, how to develop and present business plans, which are completely new skills for them, that for the time being are only taught by NGOs.

7) Recommendations for strengthening skills development in local development in Central Asia

The same trend has been identified to different extents in the three Central Asian countries surveyed: the lack of involvement of the formal education and training system in local development initiatives, and the increased responsibilities that NGOs are taking in delivering training for the poor. Like in other regions of the world, formal training systems have not been able to reorient to meet the needs of the poor, and their role in most poverty reduction strategies has become marginalised. There is still some confusion over what is meant by “training to meet the needs of the poor” or training to overcome economic vulnerability: this might be due to the absence of impact evaluation, of “hard facts”, but also to the fact that poverty reduction strategies are relatively new in Central Asia, and that the weight and role of different tools in these strategies has not yet been properly studied. Given the growing importance of NGOs in providing skills to the poor, a full assessment of their work could be worthwhile carrying out.

Nevertheless, international experience (see par.2) demonstrates that it is essential to create more bridges between non-formal skills development in local development initiatives, and the formal education system, to allow it to adapt itself to the new conditions of the labour market, and train graduates with increased employability. Examples of technical assistance projects that were unrelated to the public education and training systems and which, after donors’ funding stopped had to end their activities are numerous. Although they produced unique and valuable training packages, had equipment, premises, and good trainers, they could not survive at the end of the projects for a number of different reasons:

· they were not anchored in a public institution;

· they were isolated from the education and training system;

· their services were too expensive and not accessible to the most vulnerable,

· these pilot projects sometimes benefited from special legal and financial incentive during the pilot phase, that disappear afterwards.

The sustainability of such training centres depends very much on their competitiveness in a sector where profitability is not very high, and on their capacity to keep good staff, who are often hunted by international projects.

Involving public training providers in local development initiatives will require additional efforts and time, as they are not as flexible and quick to learn as NGO staff, but will produce more benefit in the long run, with clearer results in terms of long term sustainability, and local ownership. With simple measures - like involving vocational education teachers and students in NGOs’ skills development activities - professional schools could become more familiar with their training methods and contents, and develop their own training programmes for these specific target groups.

This would mean a change of attitude for the formal education and training system, an openness to the external world, the introduction of new and more flexible teaching methods, training schedule, including more practical on the job training. In this context, training of trainers is essential, as there is a lack of qualified and experienced trainers, able to deliver training in an extremely flexible way. The organisation of competitions to select competent trainers could be a way to raise the overall teachers’ level. Which leads to another important issue, that of quality control of the training process, which needs to be reinforced.

A good training strategy starts with a proper analysis of training needs coupled with an analysis of business opportunities in the community and beyond. This requires human and financial resources. Training centres need to be equipped with tools allowing them to carry out this type of analysis; and the necessary financial resources need to be already foreseen at the project design phase. More generally, methodological tools need to be developed to optimise skills development, and exchange of experience generalised, because local development concepts are still new, and not always fully understood in Central Asia.

Monitoring tools (such as tracers’ studies), that can allow local development projects to follow up the impact of skills development initiatives are essential, in order to check whether they have led to employment, or job creation, and what has been the real impact of the newly acquired skills.

More synergies and co-ordination should be sought between NGOs, local authorities, but also between local development projects financed by international donors, and national programmes aiming at poverty alleviation and active labour market measures. This would be a way to integrate them in national policies.

Capacity building of local and national authorities to accompany the decentralisation process and learn how to work with the civil society and develop new patterns of local governance is essential.

Skills development must take place as close as possible to the living and working places, and must include as much practical training as possible, and information on the possibilities to acquire technical equipment. New legal frameworks must be presented, clarified and integrated in the training packages, as they will regulate the working life of those being trained.

Finally, local experts have stressed the importance of setting up resource centres that could provide such services as information on training and networking opportunities, updates on legislation, or access to Internet. But again the future sustainability of such centres has to be carefully considered from the very beginning. It has been suggested that vocational schools could play that role.

The issue of funding needs to be addressed, as pro-poor training can only be financed by the Government. Governments and donors must make available funding for training the poor, as this clientele has minimal capacity to pay for it. Greater enterprise participation must also be encouraged.
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