





July 5, 2013

The Honorable John F. Kerry
U.S. Secretary of State

The Honorable Chuck Hagel
U.S. Secretary of Defense

The Honorable Rajiv Shah
Administrator, U.S. Agency for International Development

Dear Secretary Kerry, Secretary Hagel, and Administrator Shah:

On March 25, 2013, | wrote to you asking that your agencies provide SIGAR with information on
what each of you considers to be the 10 most successful and 10 least successful projects or
programs within your agency in the U.S. effort for reconstruction of Afghanistan, supplemented
with explanations of selection and evaluation criteria for your choices. A copy of that letter is
attached.

Comparing outcomes is, in addition to being good practice for managers and part of the job for
inspectors general, the subject of formal guidance for Executive Branch departments and
agencies. In May 2012, the Office of Management and Budget issued a memorandum on “Use of
Evidence and Evaluation in the 2014 Budget." That document said, in part:

Agencies are encouraged to include measurement of costs and costs per outcome as
part of the routine reporting of funded programs to allow for useful comparison of cost-
effectiveness across programs. ... Once evidence-based programs have been identified,
such a [return-on-investment] analysis can improve agency resource allocation and
inform public understanding. ... OMB invites agencies to identify areas where research
provides strong evidence regarding the comparative cost-effectiveness of agency
investments.! [Emphasis added.]

| recognize that applying cost-effectiveness and comparative analysis to programs and projects
in a contingency-operation zone like Afghanistan, where benefits may include “soft” outcomes
like public opinion, and where multiple programs support similar goals, can be difficult. But the
importance of the mission and the billions of dollars supporting it demand that comparisons be
made as best we can. That consideration—and the well-documented flaws and disappointments
in many U.S.-funded initiatives—was the motive for my March 25 letter to you.

| have the responses to that letter submitted by your designees. Mr. Daniel Feldman, Deputy
Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan, and Mr. J. Alexander Thier, Assistant to the
Administrator for Afghanistan and Pakistan, supplied a joint State/USAID response dated May 9,
2013. Mr. Mike Dumont, Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Asian and Pacific Affairs,
submitted a response dated June 18, 2013.
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Both response letters are thoughtful and informative, and include pertinent observations of the
difficulty of executing reconstruction programs in a setting like Afghanistan, plagued as it is by
violence, poverty, illiteracy, corruption, inadequate infrastructure, and other problems. In three
trips to Afghanistan during my first year as Special Inspector General, | have seen and heard
much evidence of the difficulties facing program and project planners, managers, and oversight
officials, both civilian and military. | have special respect for the dedication and bravery of your
staff working in that dangerous part of the world, and agree that they have contributed
significantly to producing some indicators of genuine progress in security, governance,
development, rule of law, human rights, and other areas that will benefit the people of
Afghanistan and America’s policy interests.

Nonetheless, | have some difficulties with the responsiveness of your agencies’ letters.

First, State and USAID made a joint response, despite separate requests having been made to
them. | understand— and am delighted as a citizen and taxpayer—that the agencies are in “close
cooperation” on matters affecting Afghan reconstruction. However, each agency has its own
internal organization and practices, its own in-house Inspector General evaluating that agency’s
projects and programs, and its own list of programs on its own website. Because State and
USAID are legally distinct entities, and because they have operational autonomy within the ambit
of their missions (however closely they cooperate), | ask that the two agencies provide separate
responses to this letter. | speculate that State pursued the path of a joint response because of
the limited number of its programs in Afghanistan; that point will be addressed later in this letter
via slightly modified request language.

Second, neither response letter complied with my request for a listing and discussion of each
agency’s 10 most and 10 least successful projects or programs. The State/USAID response
explicitly said, “we do not compare individual projects against others.” Yet the same letter later
notes that “not every program has succeeded as originally intended,” which | read as evidence
that someone has examined the results of individual programs and observed that some
succeeded and others did not. Defense stated that many reconstruction programs are conducted
in cooperation with partners and are “evaluated on a project-specific basis” rather than
compared. That may well be, but | note that my March 25 letter asked about
“projects/programs,” not exclusively one or the other.

Program evaluation inevitably entails or at least facilitates comparisons of projects. If not, what
basis would agency managers have for deciding—say, in the face of budget cuts, sequestrations,
or new mission directives—which projects to prioritize, expand, contract, terminate, transfer, or
redesign? How do they decide which project managers deserve greater responsibility or career
advancement, or the obverse, without comparing outcomes? How do they capture lessons
learned to improve agency performance without making comparisons? Nonetheless, even if a
formal process of comparing program or project outcomes does not exist within your agencies, |
hope it will not seem unreasonable if | ask you to make at minimum a limited, judgmental
comparison to help SIGAR with its official duties.

My third concern with the agency response letters involves the concept of indicators. The letters
contain many interesting and encouraging data points illustrating or suggesting overall progress
in Afghanistan reconstruction. Unfortunately, many of them show no obvious causal nexus with a
particular U.S. program or project, or present an output as a prima facie indicator of success.
USAID projects and programs are assigned performance indicators that are the basis for
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observing progress and measuring actual results compared to expected results of the program.ii
Yet the joint State/USAID letter does not identify discrete, program-specific indicators necessary
to identify characteristics and outcomes, or to inform decisions about current and future
programming. Similarly, the Department of Defense mandated that projects executed through
the Commander’s Emergency Response Program (CERP) have performance metrics for all
projects over $50,000 to be tracked up to 365 days after a project has been completed.ii CERP
performance metrics include the issue of sustainability.v These are worthy requirements, but not
all metrics are equally salient or useful.

For an example of a possibly ambiguous indicator, the State/USAID letter notes that the
proportion of the Afghan population within an hour’s walk of a health-care facility has risen from
9 percent in 2001 to more than 60 percent today. However, Afghanistan has been slowly
urbanizing for decades, with estimates of 4.7 percent annual growth in urban populations in the
2010-2015 period.' So some part of the observed increase in the one-hour’s-walk parameter
simply reflects a demographic trend. As urbanization continues, the indicator would improve
even if health-facility construction stopped completely. For that matter, the indicator could also
improve if more direct or better-surfaced roads and paths were built. Identifying reasonable and
measurable indicators for specific efforts is admittedly not an exact science, but the causal
haziness around the edges of this indicator suggests that careful attention to selection, logic,
and measurement protocol is warranted.

In addition, the health indicators cited in the letter are for the country as a whole and are not
specific to the 13 of 34 provinces supported by USAID. The USAID Inspector General found in
one 2011 audit that

measurement of the magnitude of USAID’s contribution to the national objectives could
be made only indirectly using proxy indicators because no current demographic
information or health statistics were available to measure health outcomes directly.Vi

The Afghanistan Mortality Survey of 2010 cited in the joint State/USAID letter does not address
this issue as there is still no clear connection between United States government efforts and
overall health improvements that have undoubtedly occurred since 2001. For example, the
survey reports that the sample design had disproportionate exclusion, particularly of rural areas,
in the southern region that would affect five of the thirteen provinces specifically supported by
USAID.vi Some of these data points also appear to have been selectively chosen in order to
emphasize progress, as with the life-expectancy improvement cited in the State/USAID letter,
with a reported increase from 44 years to more than 60 years in the past decade. The World
Bank, however, purposely did not include the Mortality Survey results in a recent report because
the survey does not have time-series data for the last 10 years. For comparative analysis, they
argue, it is essential to use statistics from a single international database.vii According to the
World Bank figure, Afghan life expectancy is 48 years.

The indicators for education similarly appear to take credit for progress across the country as a
whole without clear attribution to specific United States government efforts. The number of
students enrolled is presented as the national total, but it is not clear what if any connection
there is with the schools built and teachers trained through USAID efforts. | would have expected
information such as the utilization rates of USAID-supported schools, as this would more clearly
connect the United States government effort to the reported student numbers and additionally
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would provide evidence of Afghan government capacity to make use of assets transferred to
them.

The Department of Defense response offers some information with regard to Afghan government
sustainment, but the examples are restricted to one province and cover only three of 4,000
education projects totaling $230 million obligated. The World Bank has raised the issue of
sustainment, noting that school construction, the same indicator touted in both letters, has
crowded out operations and maintenance, with allocations falling far below requirements and
rarely reaching schools.x The joint State/USAID and Department of Defense responses to
education highlight my issue with the indicators presented, with the State/USAID response
disconnected from USAID efforts and the Department of Defense relying on anecdotal evidence.x

For another example, the Defense letter notes that more than 194,000 Afghan National Security
Force personnel had “some level” of literacy and numeracy training. That is encouraging, but
given that the 2009 rate of ANSF illiteracy was 86 percentx and that the ANSF has fairly high
turnover, it does not tell us whether the effort has materially improved the overall ANSF literacy
rate and, more importantly, improved it to the extent of bolstering administrative and operational
success. In addition, the datum does not tell us whether the literacy program itself is efficiently
conducted and monitored.

Finally, on the rule of law, | was disappointed to note that the indicators offered in the joint
State/USAID response did not address two major areas of concern: high-level corruption and
opium production. The letter notes that State and USAID have provided training and support to
Afghan anti-corruption bodies, but unlike the prison statistics, does not give any indication of the
effect, such as types and numbers of successful prosecutions. Sending 13 judges on an
educational trip and putting court personnel through training courses are presumably useful
activities, but such outputs need credible linkages to outcomes. Similarly, the indicators provided
in reference to the drug trade note the scale of the problem, with Afghanistan accounting for
roughly 90 percent of heroin worldwide, but does not connect improvements in the licit economy
with decreases in the illicit economy. In 2012, the USAID Inspector General found that a key
USAID alternative-development program was directed by USAID to focus only on expanding the
licit economy in order to support indicators for the agriculture sector, such as those touted in the
letter, and to ignore goals that dealt with assistance to voluntary poppy eradication and to farms
in the aftermath of opium poppy eradication/destruction programs.xi The report further states
that there was increased poppy growth in the provinces covered by the program, with two of the
covered provinces losing their poppy-free status and five provinces increasing opium cultivation.
The impact of USAID’s agricultural programs on the licit economy are certainly laudable, but if
they do not result in decreased opium cultivation then positive impacts are eroded.

National-level indicators may suggest a positive aggregate impact for U.S. programs, but
individual results certainly vary within program portfolios of project, and positive aggregate
outcomes may mask individual failures or sub-par performance. At times, it is even difficult to
identify an individual result. Unfortunately the letters did not identify specific programs or the
indicators and targets for those specific programs.

Just last month, the State Department’s Office of Inspector General published an audit of the
Bureau of Administration (A Bureau),Office of Logistics Management, Office of Acquisitions

Management (A/LM/AQM), which directs Department acquisition programs and manages a 1
percent fee for its services. Those services include operations, missions, and programs of the
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Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs, the Bureau of Overseas Buildings
Operations, the Bureau of Diplomatic Security, as well as grants, contracts, and agreements with
other nations, non-governmental organizations, and commercial entities. A portion of that State
OIG audit mirrors my concerns and is worth noting here:

A/LM/AQM was tracking some metrics to assess program performance. However, these
performance metrics also generally did not tie to the goals in the Business Plan. Without
measuring its performance, A/LM/AQM cannot ensure it is making progress on its overall
objective of providing consistent and improved procurement services to the Department.

Performance management is a systematic process of monitoring the achievements of
program activities, which includes collecting and analyzing performance data in order to
track progress toward a defined goal and then using the analyzed data to make informed
decisions, including allocating resources, for the program. Measuring performance
against program goals is an essential part of performance management.xii

As for Defense, GAO has been carrying DOD contract management on its High-Risk List since
1992. In an audit of a military construction that created life-and-safety electrical and fire hazards
for U.S. and other coalition personnel, the DOD IG found the responsible Air Force construction-
management officials “did not develop a formal process to monitor, assess, and document the
quality of work performed by contractor personnel for four projects valued at $36.9 million.”xv
Such voids in basic data make project comparisons even more difficult.

As you know, SIGAR’s own audits, investigations, and special projects have also addressed
aspects of reconstruction program or project success and failure. But as the preceding citations
to other IGs’ work illustrate, we are not alone in spotting issues. The large body of work by SIGAR,
GAO, and your agency Inspectors General—not to mention numerous agency concurrences in the
findings and recommendations in that work—amply documents that many programs and projects
have systematic weaknesses in framing, planning, execution, and oversight that call out for
improvement. Pursuant to our statutory mandate and as part of our participation in the Joint
Strategic Oversight Plan for Afghanistan Reconstruction, we are preparing additional products for
release and will be launching new initiatives touching on these concerns as the reconstruction
effort proceeds.

As | explained in my March 25, 2013, letter, an important part of our work is understanding how
U.S. agencies evaluate and perceive both their successes and failures. That understanding is
critical for formulating lessons learned from our unprecedented reconstruction effort in
Afghanistan-an effort already accounting for nearly $89 billion in appropriations. U.S.
government agencies need to identify and act on lessons learned from past reconstruction
projects and programs. Timely action can help implementing agencies and Congress adjust
reconstruction programs to protect taxpayer funds and improve outcomes before it is too late.

My letter of March 25 therefore formally requested that you provide:
e alist of the 10 Afghanistan reconstruction projects/programs funded and deemed most
successful by the [agency]

e alist of the 10 Afghanistan reconstruction projects/programs funded and deemed least
successful by the [agency]

e a detailed explanation of how these projects/programs were evaluated and selected as
the 10 most and least successful projects, including the specific criteria used for each
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Upon considering your responses to that request, | appreciate that identifying the 10 most- and
10 Jeast-successful programs or projects in Afghanistan may entail an unreasonable benefit/cost
burden of research and analytical rigor in comparisons across many initiatives. We have no wish
to impose unproductive burdens upon your staff, especially when many may be inconvenienced
by the impingement of sequestration-furloughs on their work hours. Therefore | will modify my
request and now ask you to provide the following:

e alist of 10 of the more successful Afghanistan reconstruction projects/programs funded
by your agency

e alist of 10 of the less successful Afghanistan reconstruction projects/programs funded
by your agency

e an explanation of how you selected the projects in each list and your view of what made
them more or less successful (e.g., goal framing, requirements identification, acquiring
activity, agent performance, management, oversight and technical assessment,
coordination) than intended

Note: In view of State’s more limited program activity in Afghanistan, a reasonable response of
fewer than 10 items in each category will be satisfactory.

Based on your responses, we will identify individual programs and projects for possible further
examination through reviews or audits. This could lead us to look at programs or projects
deemed to have achieved their objectives, as well as less successful undertakings. In addition to
noting the criteria your agency used to evaluate the projects, the results of those evaluations,
and any documented lessons learned, we could assess how well the projects achieved their
stated objectives and whether they contributed to the larger strategic goals underlying the U.S.
government’s Afghan reconstruction efforts.

In addition, for each program examined, we will seek to answer the seven questions laid out in
SIGAR’s January 2013 Quarterly Report to Congress. These are seven questions that decision
makers, including Congress, should ask as they consider whether and how best to use remaining
reconstruction funds. The questions are:

1. Does the project or program make a clear and identifiable contribution to our
national interests or strategic objectives?
2. Do the Afghans want it or need it?

3. Has it been coordinated with other U.S. implementing agencies, with the Afghan
government, and with other international donors?

4. Do security conditions permit effective implementation and oversight?
5. Does it have adequate safeguards to detect, deter, and mitigate corruption?

6. Do the Afghans have the financial resources, technical capacity, and political will to
sustain it?

7. Have implementing partners established meaningful, measurable metrics for
determining successful project outcomes?

We believe our reviews and audits, by helping to understand and document how agencies are
planning strategically for reconstruction spending, establishing program objectives, evaluating
programs, and identifying lessons learned, will contribute to improving the efficiency and
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effectiveness of critical reconstruction programs and mitigate fraud, waste, and abuse. SIGAR
will continue to make every effort to see that Congress and the implementing agencies are fully
informed about the progress of the reconstruction effort—including discussions of agency policy
and practice that have led to good outcomes—and have the information they need to safeguard
U.S. funds and ensure that taxpayer dollars are spent wisely.

| trust this letter clarifies the reasons for my March 25 request, and that my modification of
terms fairly and reasonably addresses the concerns voiced in your previous responses. | look
forward to your response and our continued cooperation in support of the national mission in
Afghanistan.

Sincerely,
John F. Sopko

Special Inspector General
for Afghanistan Reconstruction

Enclosures

cc: The Honorable James B. Cunningham, U.S. Ambassador to Afghanistan
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