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MFF Small Grants Facility (SGF) – Cycle 5 

Lessons Learnt 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

The Small Grants Facility (Cycle 5) was launched in 2015/2016 in the Delft Island and in the 
Coastal areas of Jaffna peninsula to support projects primarily addressing the priority needs 
identified in the resilience analysis conducted in the Delft Island1. The identified projects focussed on 
three ‘key thrust areas’, namely agriculture-based interventions, tourism-based interventions, and 
improvements to support services (water, transport, marketing, technology etc.). One project (MFF-
04) had a component in Manalkadu to address livelihoods of poor communities in the village. 

The projects and the targets are summarised in Table 1. Annex 1 provides some images of project 
activities/outputs in the Delft Island. 
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1.2 Theory of Change 

The underlying Theory of Change for Cycle 5 was improving the resilience of the communities 
dependent on coastal resources and the environment, largely focussed on the Delft Island. This 
Theory of Change is to be demonstrated by using a variety of resilience indicators (e.g. increased 
household income, improved ecosystem). 

1.3 Project area 

The Delft Island is in the dry/arid agro-climatic region with rain experienced during the north-east 
monsoon (from about November to January); the soils are sandy calcareous with low fertility and 
organic matter. The Cation Exchange Capacity is low. Water table is accessible at reasonable depth 
in some areas; however salinity levels are significant. 

In terms of project management, the local capacity has been found to be quite inadequate; the four 
projects have been implemented by organisations outside the Delft Island (three in Jaffna and one in 
Colombo with a sub-office in Jaffna). Personnel for project management have largely come from 
Jaffna; their time spent in the Island is dependent on ferry times from the Peninsula. Accommodation 
for visiting personnel is extremely limited, and transportation costs are high. These limitations pose 
challenges to timely implementation of projects to the standards required. 

1.4 Summary of Outcomes 

The projects were approximately one-year’s duration contracted during the first quarter of 2016, 
although the Project Cycle Management training was held in early September 2015. The MFF 
Secretariat was unable to contract the Grantees expeditiously due to internal disbursement issues. As 
a result of this delayed contracting, all agriculture-based projects had been delayed as they missed 
the north-east monsoon-linked planting season. Thus they were only able to plant seedlings during 
the north-east of 2016/17 (around November, 2016); i.e. at the end of the project period. This meant 
that there was no time for data collection to validate the results. 

The agriculture-based components included planting homesteads with coconut and fruit plants 
(MFF-04) and introduction of a drip irrigation system (MFF-22). The Resilience Analysis of Delft 
introduced a model home-garden3 comprised of perennial tree crops (coconut and fruit trees) [which 
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will provide economic returns after several years – in coconut this would be about 5-6 years] and field 
crops and livestock, which will provide income within months, together with composting and 
integrating poultry and fish production. However, this system is not included in any of the proposed 
projects; rather MFF-04 chose coconut and perennial fruit trees; MFF-22 used the perennial fruit 
Syzygium. The net result was that the Grantees were unable to have any data on production and 
income therefrom. The drip irrigation system introduced under MFF-22 was also established in 
December 2016 and there had been no time for data collection. Furthermore, design of the drip 
irrigation plots is flawed; they lie adjacent to hose-irrigated plots with no control of free-flow of water 
into drip irrigated plots. Overall, therefore, the agriculture-based interventions could not demonstrate 
the underlying Theory of Change. 

The Manalkadu component of MFF-04, which is outside of the Delft Island, has provided much-
needed, albeit incomplete, baseline and end-line income data to demonstrate the Theory of Change. 
Although the design of this component could have been better, the Grantee has responded with a 
collection of the crucial data to demonstrate viability of some of the sub-components of this 
component. 

Availability of water has been addressed by the project, MFF-07. In spite of the difficulties faced by 
the Grantee, the project had been completed with the agreed outputs. The survey of existing ponds 
has important results for policy-makers to identify suitable ponds to augment water supply in the 
Island, which is a crucial need. Already, the relevant government agencies have taken note of the 
findings, and are expected to undertake rehabilitation of some of the important ponds in the Island. 

The refurbished model pond (Thoddachchikulam), handed over to the Department of Agrarian 
Development, appears to be not the choice of the community. Currently, the pond appears neglected 
and provides water to grazing cattle. There is no community-based management system or 
maintenance arrangement. Due to lack of collection of crucial data, the Theory of Change cannot be 
demonstrated although the progression is evident. Lack of stakeholder engagement is also evident. 
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The tourism-based intervention is MFF-25; the implementation of this project has been very much 
delayed, and the cabanas are expected to bring income for participating families of the Fisher Society. 
The cabanas are still not fully operational and are not fully furbished to accommodate visitors. The 
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underlying Theory of Change of increased income cannot be demonstrated just now as income is yet 
to realise. 
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2. Lessons Learnt 

Although the projects have not provided much evidence towards the Theory of Change, there are 
number of lessons to be learnt from experiences thus far.  These are presented under several 
categories. 

2.1 Stakeholder engagement 

Stakeholder engagement is a sine qua non, and is emphasised in MFF project implementation 
strategy. Implementation of Cycle 5 projects has suffered due to poor engagement with stakeholders 
as evidenced in a number of components. In this regard, it is necessary to take into consideration the 
special circumstances in the Jaffna district following 30 years of civil unrest and a plethora of funding 
agencies operating for rehabilitation and development work. Clearly, the government agencies would 
wish to coordinate all aid and projects to ensure fair distribution of resources to the needy. In the 
circumstances, following procedure is obligatory: 

• Formulate transparent criteria for beneficiary selection; 

• Involvement of the Divisional Secretary/Grama Niladhari in beneficiary selection so that 
duplication can be avoided; and 

• Sharing of the beneficiary lists with the relevant agencies. 

Two senior government officials expressed their displeasure on not sharing the beneficiary lists of a 
project with them. 
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Equally, community engagement is essential for successful project implementation. In MFF-25, a 
partnership has been built with the Delft Fisheries Society as the implementing partner and the 
beneficiary, through which individual members of the Society will benefit. 

In MFF-07, lack of community interest in the management of the pond has resulted in neglect of the 
pond. The Grantee should have had an on-going relationship with the beneficiary community in the 
neighbourhood of the pond, and should have facilitated a mechanism, together with the Dept. of 
Agrarian Development to ensure that the pond is well maintained for community use. 

In MFF-22, a school vegetable garden has been established, but it is out of bound for school children.  
This will not help in children learning from the school garden. Equally, in the same project, the 
Grantee was requested to work with the Delft Society which originally proposed the farmer field 
component. However, there has been no engagement with the Society, and this will affect 
sustainability of the initiative. 
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In MFF-04, the Delft component also required close engagement with the Society, and there was no 
evidence on such partnership.  On the other hand, the Manalkadu component of this project had a 
close rapport with the farmers’ society. 

Overall, these findings emphasise the need to have a close dialogue and engagement with the 
stakeholders (and communities when they are beneficiaries) for successful project implementation. 

2.2 Livelihood support 

The MFF support to improve household income in the Delft Island is yet to be realised as the 
initiatives have just begun.  On the other hand, in Manalkadu, fish vendors and those who make food 
items have fared well. The approach of the Grantee in the Manalkadu component has been to select 
beneficiaries amongst those who were already involved in these trades – it would appear that it was 
easy for them to improve the conditions and improve incomes; this may have been different if 
beneficiaries without any previous knowledge was used. The pros and cons of selecting beneficiaries 
can be discussed either way, but the Manalkadu experience shows that it is much easier to improve 
the incomes by improving existing ventures. The selection of such beneficiaries can be justified if their 
incomes were inadequate, or if they were prepared to expand/improve their ventures. 
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Considering the circumstances, a sound judgement is needed on beneficiary selection. Equally, 
participation of village-level officials such as the Grama Niladhari or the Economic Development 
Officer would be helpful in determining the needs of the beneficiaries. 

The lesson here is in short-term projects of this nature, the Theory of Change can be demonstrated 
using communities who are already involved in a trade, but with incomes less than desired. 
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2.3 Capacity Development 

The projects have clearly shown the benefits of capacity development for sustainability of the 
ventures. In MFF-25, formal training has been provided to community members in the hospitality trade 
– the recipients are confident and eager to show their competences now in making the eco-tourism 
component work. On the other hand, in MFF-07, farmers had been trained on maintaining drip 
irrigation system but are not using their knowledge to maintain the systems in order. The evaluation 
found that this difference could be due to ‘ownership’ of the project; in the case of eco-tourism, the 
beneficiaries see the potential for business, whereas in MFF-07, the beneficiaries were already 
having an irrigation system with ‘unlimited’ supply of water for hose-irrigation. In this instance, one 
begs to ask the question whether the latter beneficiaries really needed the irrigation system. 
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2.4 Commitment of the Grantees 

Experiences from the projects and discussions with the beneficiaries and others show that the 
commitment of the Grantees is an important consideration in the sustainability of the project 
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interventions. It is sometimes difficult to assess this aspect before awarding the Grant, but 
involvement in previous projects and references would be useful in fixing a bench-mark. 
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In two projects, it is very clear that the Grantee has merely carried out the projects, for the sake of 
doing a project. In MFF-25, the Grantee has built a partnership with Fisheries Society to maintain the 
cabanas, and is also likely to continue supporting the partners even after the Project. The Grantee 
being a national NGO has the necessary wherewithal to undertake such back-stopping. Whilst others 
may not have the resources, they should at least have the commitment during the project to ensure 
that mechanisms are in place to continue the good work of the project. Such partnerships arise from 
good social mobilisation and stakeholder engagement. 

2.5 Project Design, Selection and Management 

Experiences from Cycle 5 provide a number of lessons on Project design, selection and management, 
as set out below. 

(a) Project Design 

Several lessons can be learned from project design experiences. 

• The proposals were brain-stormed at a Project Cycle Management training in September 
2015; since then two projects which directly addressed the needs of the people in Delft and 
were recommended by the government authorities could not be awarded to the proponents 
due to due diligence issues (these are highlighted separately). In the circumstances, these 
two projects have been later linked to two other approved projects which are not directly 
related. Both these ‘attached’ components have fared badly. The Theory of Change 
circumstances have been clouded by this inclusion, and one Grantee explained that the 
project was thrust upon them. If projects are to be amalgamated, then it is necessary to 
ensure that the project logic is sound and consistent with the delivery of the desired impacts. 
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A curious combination which illustrates the lack of logic is the combination of rain-water 
harvesting and a totally unrelated drip irrigation system in farmers’ field, which is not 
dependent on harvested rain water. 

• The design should take into account delivery of outputs and progress towards 
outcomes/impacts. The project needs to be clear on the intended impacts. For example, RAP 
provides a homestead model of mixed cropping designed to bring short-term and long-term 
income to the beneficiaries. It is well known that poor farmers lack enthusiasm to cultivate 
perennial crops due to long gestation period for harvest. This is overcome by farmstead 
models combining field crops, animal husbandry, and perennial tree crops. Notwithstanding 
this recommendation, the project has provided coconut seedlings and fruit species, both of 
which will take several years to bear fruit and provide an income. As a result, the projects are 
unable to demonstrate the Theory of Change.  The lesson here is that crop models should 
provide income during the project life, which will make the beneficiaries committed and 
enthusiastic. 

(b) Project Selection 

Two proposals were made by local organisations in Delft [ MFF-18 - Sustainable Home Garden 
system is developed in Sarapitty Village. Delft East Farmers Society & MFF 19 - Establish a model 
coconut-based home gardens in Delft J/6 GN division of Delft. Delft East Rural Development Society]. 
However, both these Societies failed to pass the Due Diligence test of MFF. Whilst Due Diligence is 
essential for a variety of valid reasons, it is also prudent to improve the capacity of local level 
organisations to ensure that they pass the test. This is particularly important in capacity-deficient 
areas such as Delft. Since proposals looked promising, the Government is now supporting the two 
Societies to implement the projects. 

(c) Project Management 

Delft is a difficult area; transport from Jaffna is limited and expensive; there is no local capacity to 
implement projects; there is very little facilities for visiting staff to stay and work in the Island. Internal 
transport is also expensive, and all materials will have to be transported from the Jaffna Peninsula. 
These pose a special challenge to project management. As a result, a number of short-comings was 
evident: 

• Delays in implementation due to lack of staff, procurement difficulties; 

• Inadequate mentoring and monitoring as the project staff usually come from Jaffna for the 
day; 

In such circumstances, one-year project period appears inadequate to record the results. In this 
instance, the situation has been exacerbated by delayed award of the grant; as discussed under 
‘Outcomes’ where all agriculture-based projects were delayed as they missed the planting season 
due to delayed contracting. 
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