Book Review
Monitoring and Evaluation of Soil Conservation and 
Watershed Development Projects

Editors: Jan de Graaff, John Cameron, Samran Sombatpanit, Christian Pieri and Jim Woodhill

Published by Science Publishers, Enfield, U.S.A. www.scipub.net, sales@scipub.net, 2007. 
516 pages, ISBN 978-1-57808-349-7, US$69.50 / £38.90 / €56.60, plus delivery charge
Sponsored by World Association of Soil and Water Conservation (WASWC), 
Overseas Development Group, UK & Wageningen University, The Netherlands 
[Reviewed by Keith Virgo, March 2008]
[image: image1.jpg]Monitoring and Evaluation of

Soil Conservation and
Watershed Development
Projects

Editors
Jan de Graaff
John Cameron
Samran Sombatpanit
Christian Pieri
Jim Woodhill



This book, one of several titles sponsored by WASWC, aims to encourage greater effectiveness of soil conservation and watershed management projects, through improved Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) that can inform decision-making. 
The Editors themselves admit that “effectiveness” is a vague term, especially in view of the wide diversity of project activities and the scope of topics to be monitored and evaluated, which can include physical conservation, livelihood improvement and financial achievements. This diversity of purpose probably explains a basic shortcoming of the book: it is not a practical manual for M&E of soil conservation and watershed development projects. However, it is perhaps the first attempt to collate information on this important subject in one volume.
The Editors have tried valiantly to bring a logical order to the 25 contributed papers, by separating them into four Parts: 1. Principles of M&E, 2. M&E in Practice, 3. Physical Parameters in M&E and 4. Social, Economic & Institutional Aspects. Nevertheless, the book still does not “flow”, and the reader inevitably ends up scanning those Chapters that seem to reflect his or her personal interests, as I did. 
In Part 1, this led me from the rather top-down traditional approach described in Chapter 2, to the greater emphasis in Chapters 3 and 4 on openly involving the primary stakeholders, who will still be there when the project withdraws. To me, Chapter 11 (in Part 2) was the one that I found most interesting and comprehensive, in which the author really tries to trace the importance, shortcomings and effectiveness of M&E on a participatory project in NW India. He stresses the importance of progressively involving the communities in the M&E process. This reminded me of my own experience on a similar project in the neighbouring State, in which we identified the M&E indicators needed to meet the diverse and often conflicting needs of the different stakeholders, from funding agency, executing agency to community groups, and unearthed some interesting and unexpected results
.
In Part 3 some new methods for assessing actual soil losses are described. These include in-field erosion measurements in the UK (Chapter 13), in which the author notes that farmers are usually unconcerned about soil loss: perhaps they would be more concerned if the measurements had emphasised the economic impacts of associated soil nutrient losses? Chapter 14 introduces the use of micro-topographic features for measuring impacts of soil conservation projects but, given the inevitable time and budget constraints of most projects, this complex method is unlikely to be widely adopted. Chapter 16 offers some interesting high-tech “Geomatic” solutions for the future, building on advances in computing, GIS and GPS technology.
The socio-economic impacts of project interventions could have received more consideration, given the vast amounts of money that have been invested in watershed management over the last 15 to 20 years. However, Chapter 22 (Part 4) does make a useful contribution on the subject of social cost-benefits, in the context of a Pakistan project. The final paper (Chapter 25) describes the experiences of WOCAT, and the value of their global database of 300 watershed projects. Interestingly, the authors note that some 63% of projects report some changes in approach due to feedback from M&E. 
The Editors ably summarise the papers in their Epilogue, which makes useful reading. Topics cover the various challenges, such as improving participation, allowing time and space for M&E, and attributing impacts. They conclude on an optimistic note, pointing to the global Land Degradation Assessment in Drylands (LADA) programme of GEF, which aims to combat degradation through developing tools and methods, carrying out global assessments and assessing and building monitoring capacities. Appendix II provides a comprehensive list of relevant publications dealing with M&E, several with internet addresses for easier access. For practitioners of watershed M&E, this Appendix alone justifies reading the book. 
Overall, the book is a useful first step in addressing an important topic. Perhaps the next stage for WASWC should be to expand on this work, to develop “Guidelines for M&E of Soil Conservation and Watershed Development Projects”? In common with many articles on M&E, references are frequently made to the need to “develop practical indicators” but none are actually defined. These would be a topic for such Guidelines. Similarly, one would hope to see more emphasis on the use of dynamic Logical Frameworks as an integral part of M&E.
On specific points, the book contains little reference to time-sequence photography for monitoring bio-physical changes, as has been successfully applied in the Tigray region of Ethiopia
. Similarly, there could have been more attention given to rapid methods that fully involve the project community stakeholders, such as Quantified Participatory Assessment
.
The indexing system is weak. Having a keen interest in India, I looked in vain for “India” in the Contents, and yet Chapters 2, 8 and 11 are devoted to India. This did not fill me with confidence about the reliability of the cross-referencing! The book could also have benefited from a consolidated list of references, to avoid having to search through each Chapter. 
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