Case Title:

Using CLA to Revisit Past Failures and Adapt
Future Approaches for Greater Impact
Name: S.Kabir, I. Azad, A. Mamun, R. Ahsan
Organization: World Vision Bangladesh

A community member collects water from a
Reverse Osmosis plant using a prepaid ATM
card.
Credit: World Vision Bangladesh.

Summary:
Through the USAID-funded Nobo Jatra (New Beginning) project, World Vision Bangladesh uses CLA to revisit past
failures to improve and adapt future approaches. Despite a commitment to continuous learning and improvement,
Nobo Jatra (NJ) typically scaled and replicated only successful solutions from both within the project and externally.
In doing so, there was a missed opportunity to apply a learning, reflection, and adaption culture to revisit potentially
higher impact approaches. While staff were open to applying CLA in their work, there was limited understanding of
the benefits of applying CLA to learn from failures at an overall project level. Recognizing the opportunity to improve
impact, NJ took a systemic approach to use CLA to learn from previous failures and revisit initiatives that had a
higher promise of effectiveness, scale, and efficiency but which required more learning and adaptation to make them
work. To do so, NJ revisited an approach for safe drinking water through Reverse Osmosis (RO) plants with the
intention to identify what could be done differently to increase the chance of success. Having the opportunity to apply
the learnings in the design of new activities was an impetus for teams to embrace the concept of learning from
failures. This CLA approach required support not just from senior leadership but from multiple teams and
communities themselves to leverage past experiences, apply lessons learned, and identify critical areas that could
be done differently. Through implementation of the CLA approach since 2019, NJ has installed 10 Reverse Osmosis
plants that are providing safe drinking water all year round to approximately 18,000 people each month. With strong
operation and maintenance structures and payment systems for water, the Reverse Osmosis plants have continued
to function during the COVID-19 crisis and in the aftermath of cyclones, which is an indicator of the sustainability of
the systems.

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

• Internal Collaboration

• Openness

• External Collaboration

• Relationships & Networks

• Technical Evidence Base

• Continuous Learning & Improvement

• Theories of Change

• Knowledge Management

• Scenario Planning

• Institutional Memory

• M&E for Learning

• Decision-Making

• Pause & Reflect

• Mission Resources

• Adaptive Management

• CLA in Implementing Mechanisms

1. What is the general context in which the case takes place? What organizational or
development challenge(s) prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or adapt?
The NJ project generates and captures a large amount of learning and information on its approaches and what
external stakeholders are doing in similar fields. The knowledge and results are leveraged to strengthen impact,
inform program design, and use as pivot points for decision-making. However, there is a tendency only to leverage the
successes instead of learning from the failures or less popular approaches. Typically, when a solution is not
successful, the logic is to let go of it, treat it as a failure, and move on. This is a missed opportunity to revisit initiatives
that potentially have a higher promise of effectiveness, scale, and efficiency but which required more learning and
adaptation to make them work. Given this reality, NJ applied CLA as a systematic process to redesign a sustainable
operation and business model for safe drinking water through Reverse Osmosis plants.
Why NJ revisited reverse osmosis using CLA:
NJ works in Khulna and Satkhira districts on the southwest coast of Bangladesh, a region characterized by rising sea
levels due to climate change, frequent cyclones, and floods. Low-lying land means that groundwater is affected by
saline water intrusion, and surface water ponds are vulnerable to seawater incursions. A study in the first year of the
project identified RO as one of the effective, sustainable technologies to purify saline water (even more so than tube
wells and pond sand filters, which are typically used in the area and cease to function within 2-3 years). However,
ROs have not always been successful in Bangladesh. High upfront costs have been a deterrent, along with weak
pperation and maintenance and a lack of financial sustainability planning. However, the technology itself is a good fit
for the region with the potential to be a sustainable option for safe drinking water. Therefore, as part of NJ's
knowledge management activities and an openness to learning and continuous improvement, CLA was applied to
collaborate with stakeholders and communities to learn how and why ROs failed and apply past lessons to improve
and adapt NJ's RO plant approach based on this.

2. Why did you decide to use a CLA approach? Why was CLA considered helpful for
addressing your organizational or development challenge(s)?
CLA was not built into NJ's design, however, leadership recognized early that CLA would be a useful approach to
apply across project activities to improve impact. Resources invested in staff capacities and CLA were gradually built
into annual work plans with budgets to guide continuous learning and adaptive management. NJ also recognized the
value of applying CLA processes to revisit past failures, or to navigate unpopular ideas like the ROs. CLA provided
useful ways to do this—and to start, NJ approached the idea of learning from past failures or unexplored approaches
around a culture of 'openness and continuous learning and improvement'. This set the tone for teams to think about
doing things differently and introduced the possibility of adapting or redesigning approaches based on the learnings.
Internal and external collaboration was also a critical element of the process—particularly building in reflection and
feedback opportunities during planning meetings and field visits for teams to share experiences and
recommendations. This helped to build bridges between technical and operations teams so that there was a sense of
ownership and facilitated a coordinated approach to CLA. An important factor was building upon a USAID
recommendation to learn from past experiences in the region. The encouragement to leverage lessons learned to
pivot and inform approaches that have failed in the past was also an impetus to apply CLA, and NJ intentionally built
donor feedback into the CLA process (sharing qualitative learnings, recommendations, adaptations, budgets,
operation modalities).

3. Tell us the story of how you used a collaborating, learning and/or adapting approach
to address the organizational or development challenge described in Question 2.
The CLA approach to learn from past failures (in the case of ROs) is divided into four broad phases that fall within
the CLA framework:
Phase 1: External and internal collaboration to conduct a qualitative inquiry and strengthen the evidence base
To start, Nobo Jatra put together an internal World Vision working group with representation from the following units:
WASH, M&E, Knowledge Management, and Learning and the Environmental Safeguard Coordinator. Subsequently,
the Market Systems Development team also played a critical role in designing and facilitating the RO business
model. The working group set the CLA process, starting with a qualitative inquiry into existing ROs in NJP working
areas to strengthen the evidence base and provide information to inform decision making. The inquiry involved a
mapping matrix of all ROs previously installed in NJP working areas including their functionality, who installed and
managed them, operation and maintenance structures, and financial sustainability factors. The mapping found that
the majority of ROs were not functional due to weak governance and financial sustainability. The qualitative inquiry
required internal collaboration between NJP teams to develop the mapping matrix and a learning plan for the
qualitative field inquiry including guiding questions, tools, and sampling. During the qualitative inquiry, external
collaboration was facilitated through Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) and focus group discussions with local
government bodies, Department of Public Health Engineering (Government body responsible for rural water
provision), NGOs, and communities.
Phase 2: Pause and reflect, decision making, and adaptive management to inform the pilot phase
A report on the findings from the qualitative enquiry found weak operation and maintenance, lack of financial
sustainability, gaps in governance, inconsistent coordination with Department of Public Health Engineering, and
community reluctance to pay for water as the main factors that impeded RO success in the past. The qualitative
inquiry was a critical tool that informed decision making on how to design the pilot. The report was shared with
senior leadership in NJ for review and the findings were validated by external stakeholders. Monthly pause and
reflect sessions involving the CLA working group and senior leadership within NJP took place and provided a forum
to collaboratively determine the risks and opportunities, design strategies that addressed past challenges, and
helped systematically map out next steps in the pilot.
Phase 3: Adaptive management to inform the pilot phase
Phase 1 and 2 of the CLA process helped determine the following adaptations: operation and business plans that
included formation of water management committees including women in leadership positions who would govern
RO plants, paid caretakers responsible for day to day operations, SBC on the value of paying for safe drinking water
from ROs, payment structures for water, market outreach campaigns to increase demand for water, and water
vendors to deliver water to a wider catchment area. The operation and business plan went through multiple internal
reviews and were also shared with the USAID local mission for endorsement. A culture of openness and
transparency in designing the pilot helped gradually shift mindsets on ROs (that they are high cost and fail without
direct support from NGOs) both internally and externally, and instilled a sense of ownership in the pilot.
(Overarching): Phase 4: Openness, continuous learning and improvement, external and internal collaboration
The entire RO pilot was characterized by a culture of openness, a commitment to continuous learning and
improvement, and consistent internal and external collaboration, allowing flexibility and ongoing modification to
approaches to program implementation, easing long-term community uptake and commitment to use RO plants. For
example, Nobo Jatra introduced ATM cards to digitalize payments for water—while this system worked well for
some communities, other communities opted to go with cash payments. Therefore, the payment modality was
adapted to meet the preferences of the water users. Adaptations during the implementation of the pilot include:
water vendors delivering water to households and businesses and increasing market outreach and market outreach
campaigns to increase demand for water. USAID has consistently encouraged collaboration with other stakeholders
and systematic application of past lessons learned, and the RO pilot was a prime opportunity to do this. The process
was acknowledged by USAID as an example of leveraging past experiences to guide and improve implementation.

4. Organizational Effectiveness: How has collaborating, learning and adapting affected
your team and/or organization? If it's too early to tell, what effects do you expect to see
in the future?
Engaging in the CLA approach has strengthened and systemized collaborative processes across teams and helped
to demystify learning processes. With competing time bound priorities, teams are often under pressure to deliver on
targets and CLA can fall as a priority. Having gone through the process, NJ teams, including leadership, are now
more open to using a CLA approach to revisit past failures and navigate solutions. The results emerging from the pilot
have further encouraged and boosted enthusiasm to work collaboratively across teams and teams are already
thinking about how to replicate the process in other areas of the project. Also, by intentionally designing the RO pilot
through a CLA lens, teams were able to engage and contribute to the process from start to finish which built a sense
of ownership and accountability. The RO pilot was a prime example of cross cutting collaboration between teams and
individuals and an opportunity to build in markets systems development and financial sustainability, which was a key
recommendation in the Mid Term Evaluation and underpins NJ's two-year sustainability anchored cost extension.

5. Development Results: How has using a CLA approach contributed to your development
outcomes? What evidence can you provide? If it's too early to tell, what effects do you
expect to see in the future?
NJ first applied the CLA approach to address past failures in the case of the Reverse Osmosis plants. Based on the
success of the process and staff buy in to the approach, NJ is planning to scale it across other components of the
project. The success from applying a CLA lens to learn from past failures in installing ROs is already tangible.
Through applying a CLA lens to the RO pilot, since 2019 the 10 ROs installed by Nobo Jatra have been handed over
to water management committees. The Reverse Osmosis plants have sold 9.4 million liters of water reaching about
18,000 people per month. Water vendors have delivered and sold 4.5 million liters at the doorsteps of families,
reducing the time needed to collect water (a burden that traditionally falls on women and adolescent girls). Revenues
from RO plants are covering operation costs including caretaker salaries, electricity bills, and basic repairs. These
are all important indicators of sustainability as the system is functioning through the existing governance system. The
CLA approach has helped guide a RO plant operation modality that factors in financial sustainability, operation and
maintenance, and governance from the inception phase—these are critical factors that contribute to long term
functionality of water points in southwest Bangladesh. For further information please refer to:
https://www.fsnnetwork.org/resource/sustaining-reverse-osmosis-water-treatment-systems-example-bangladesh

6. What factors enabled your CLA approach and what obstacles did you
encounter? How would you advise others to navigate the challenges you faced?
The main obstacles were a general reluctance to revisit failed approaches as the value of doing so was not initially
clear for teams. However, now that NJ has applied this in the context of ROs and walked all actors through
manageable small steps, there is a growing appreciation for CLA. Enabling factors for the CLA approach include:
(a) Culture: leadership modeling openness, actively engaging with stakeholders external and internal;
(b) Processes: revisiting some of the processes to prioritize local level relationship building and giving flexibility to
technical specialists and field teams to pilot solutions without fear of failing;
(c) Learning: leveraging research that shows evidence of ROs as a feasible technical solution and building upon
evidence gaps of why implementation and uptake failed;
(d) Adapting solutions to fit local context, based on user feedback, consultation with local Government and staff;
and
(e) Collaboration: building on NJs reputation as a reliable partner with a proven track record to find tangible
solutions to challenges (safe drinking water).
Internally the CLA approach heightened the way teams work together under the CLA approach to learn, adapt, and
pilot approaches that increase impact in the long term.

7. Was your CLA approach prompted by a response to the COVID-19 pandemic? If so, how?
The CLA approach described in this submission was not prompted by a response to the COVID-19 pandemic.
However, all ten ROs installed by Nobo Jatra have continued to function throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and in
the aftermath of cyclone Amphan in May 2020, when many water points in the region were damaged and
non-functional. Communities continued to access and pay for water from all ten RO plants—either collecting water
in person or purchasing from water vendors who deliver to doorsteps, therefore limiting the time needed to collect
water and avoiding people gathering at water points. RO water management committees also decided to donate
approximately 15,000 liters of water to people who were forced to take refuge in cyclone shelters or embankments
during cyclone Amphan. The consistent performance of ROs throughout crisis periods has shown that the operation
and maintenance modality is efficient, and communities have shifted their mindsets on accessing and paying for
clean water throughout the year, even during crisis periods when household economic stability can be eroded.

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

