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PROJECT LESSONS-LEARNED REPORT 
	Project Title:
	UN-Turkmenistan Joint Programme “Improving the system of social protection through the introduction of inclusive quality community-based social services”

	Country:
	Turkmenistan

	Related CPAP Outcome
	UNSCDF (or equivalent) outcome involving UNDP #4. By 2025, the population of Turkmenistan enjoys higher quality and inclusive health and social protection services

Related Strategic Plan outcome: 2. Accelerating structural transformations for sustainable development

UNDP CPD Output 4.3. Social protection system and outreach strengthened for vulnerable groups.

	Project Description and Key Lessons-Learned

	Brief description of context
	Please give a brief description of the country context.

· What were the main challenges being faced at the start of the project?

The Government of Turkmenistan has prioritized improvement of social services in its mid-term national development programme and human rights action plans and sought support of the UN Country Team in implementing the national priorities aligned with the SDGs. The desired change is expected to be achieved by creating a nationally appropriate model of inclusive community based social services specifically addressing the needs of children with disabilities, children without parental care, children at risk of separation from parents, people with disabilities and older persons in need of support with basic care, women facing gender-based violence and youth at risk. In response to this challenge, the United Nations and the Government of Turkmenistan signed a two-year Joint Programme in December 2019 on improving the system of social protection through the introduction of inclusive quality community-based social services. The participating UN agencies include UNDP, UNICEF, UNFPA and UNODC. The leading implementing partner is the Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of the Population of Turkmenistan. 

The success of the JP as a whole depended very much on the timely start of the UNDP-led training of national social service workforce, including newly recruited 45 social work specialists to begin other JP activities on time. So, the major challenge for UNDP was to begin the large-scale training of the social service workforce as planned against the background of the COVID-19 mobility restrictions affecting the travel of international experts to Turkmenistan.

	Brief description of project 
	A short description of the project should be provided here.

· What were the issues the project tried to address?

· What solutions the project tried to offer? What were its major outputs? 

In the JP, UNDP was responsible for building capacity of the national social service workforce through training, piloting three new specialized social services for targeted vulnerable groups through national CSOs, testing a social contracting mechanism, conducting an inventory of existing social services and a socio-economic analysis of new social services – all under different outputs, contributing to the JP outcome, i.e. “The social protection system is ready to provide inclusive quality community-based social services”. 

Other than achieving the targets within UNDP responsibility in the JP as per the AWP, one of the main issues for UNDP was to test the social contracting mechanism through national CSOs for possible adaptation at the national level in the future with the view of increasing the number of specialized social services and scaling them up across the country. UNDP aimed to provide evidence for the Government of the viability and importance of this mechanism for the new model of community-based social service. 

UNDP eventually succeeded to pilot three new specialized social services under the social contracting mechanism through national CSOs (public association Yenme and National Red Crescent Society of Turkmenistan) for persons with official status of disability, elderly people living alone and people with chronic illnesses in the city of Ashgabat. The above CSOs were awarded low-value grants following the competitive selection process and delivered services to over 130 users (of which 84 are women) in their places of residence on the basis of individual plans with the support of personal assistants in the period from July 2021 to end of June 2022. The initial period of piloting (June-December 2021) was extended till 30 June 2022, following the extension of UNDP participation in the Joint Programme. In their work, the social service teams were guided by relevant standards and service specifications that were developed, adopted and finalized with the support of UNDP and JP Chief Technical Advisers. 

	Key project successes
	Please describe what has worked well. 

· What have been the key successes of this project?

· What factors supported this success?

The key successes of the JP as a whole was fostered coherent and strategic engagement with the Government and a high degree of government ownership of processes and results – a new Law on Social Services and budget allocations for social worker positions in the 2022 budget, with all accompanying regulatory and institutional framework testify to this as does the MLSP drafting a long-term plan 2022-2030, based on the results of the JP, for continuing social services development and taking the results of the JP to scale;

Contributing to this overall JP success were UNDP programme activities, including:

1. Successful piloting of three new specialized personal assistant social services to targeted vulnerable population in the city of Ashgabat through national CSOs and testing the social contracting mechanism

2. Developing an analysis of cost effectiveness and social value of new social services with recommendations for the Government in terms of further development and scaling up of new social services across Turkmenistan as part of the new model of community-based social services. 

3. Building capacity of over 400 social service practitioners and para-professionals on the basic theory and practice of social work through online and face-to-face training that took over 100 days in the period of more than 8 months.  

Despite challenges posed by COVID-19 pandemic travel restrictions within the country, UNDP successfully managed to achieve all targets under the AWP by effectively readjusting to the online mode of work that did not affect quality of the implementation process. The timely launch by UNDP of the cascade online and in-person training of the social service workforce enabled the Ministry of Labour and Social Protection of the Population to deploy on time the newly recruited 45 social workers in the places of their assignment in all regions of Turkmenistan for initial assessment of vulnerabilities of the population and identification of gaps in the existing social service provision. The launch of first phase of training of social workers signified a major milestone in moving the JP forward despite concerns of possible postponement of trainings and other JP activities in general in view of the pandemic situation. 

The timely start of trainings was possibly largely due to contracting in a short time of the pool of national trainers for online TOT training by an international education institution and provision of in-person training by national trainers for the social service workforce in the regions and Ashgabat. Eventually, this option proved an effective solution to the pandemic challenge.

The pool of national trainers appeared to be a valuable asset to the national social service workforce. Being the only viable option of training delivery to the national social service workforce in the time of pandemic, national trainers, following their online education by an international training institution, yet squeezed in time and content, proved an efficient tool for reaching the larger target audiences for dissemination of knowledge and teaching social work skills in the time of pandemic mobility restrictions. Moreover, national trainers, many of whom are experienced trainers, have been able to enrich training programmes with their own vision and knowledge of national specifics and serve as an efficient channel of communication of the social work specialists’ concerns and feedback on their practice work to the Ministry of Labor and Social Protection and PUNOs.   



	Project shortcomings and solutions


	Please describe what have been the main challenges of this project?

· What have been the main challenges/ shortcomings/ unforeseen circumstances of this project?

· How were they overcome (if they were).

· Were the project results attained? If not, what changes need to be made to achieve these results in the future? 

Underbudgeting and the global pandemic travel restrictions were the main challenges for quality and timely implementation of the JP UNDP component. In response to this challenge UNDP immediately brought this issue to attention of other JP PUNOs and ensured cost-sharing of some training activities and adopted a strategic change to training activities as a whole. An additional team of 10 national trainers was added to the overall design of training programme. The national trainers with strong training facilitation background went through rigorous recruitment process to gain the opportunity to study at the intensive TOT social services certification trainings programme delivered online by an international education institution, experienced in social workforce trainings. After each session, they were further cascading the training content to the newly contracted social workers and other social service workforce in each region (velayat) face to face in small groups, with daily follow up consultations with the international trainers to ensure appropriate knowledge transfer mechanism. 

	Lessons learned
	Please think about and describe the key lesson(s) learned from this project.

· What could have been done differently/ better?

· What would you recommend to improve future programming or for other similar projects elsewhere

· What mistakes should be avoided if the initiative were to be replicated? 

· How easy would it be to replicate the successes in a different context/ country?

Provide any other relevant information

The Joint Programme has been a relevant and timely UN initiative the dedicated to reform the social service system. The Programme was prepared jointly with national stakeholders and UN agencies. The goals, objectives, activities of the Programme and many other interventions were undertaken mainly taking into account the needs and priorities of the country. 

The Joint Programme has undertaken all the planned interventions and has achieved good results. The JP measures increased both the population coverage and the list of new social services that the vulnerable groups of population need. 

One of the main achievements of the Joint Programme is the development and adoption of a new Law on community-based social services. Moreover, a number of strategic regulations documents (standards, guidelines, higher education curriculum) have been developed that can ensure further development of social services. 

The key lessons for UNDP include:

· Piloting new specialized social services through national CSOs required more time to generate sufficient evidence for the Government of the viability and effectiveness of the social contracting mechanism. To this effect relevant by-laws and other legal instruments need to be adopted to operationalize the social contracting mechanism under the new Law on social services;

· The role and importance of NGOs as efficient non-governmental social service providers needs to be further advocated at the highest levels of government and state institutions;

· The number and content of trainings should be adapted to the needs of central and local government employees; 

· Best practices of other countries with a context similar to Turkmenistan should be promoted in Turkmenistan; 

· Shifting to the online mode of work opened up many new opportunities, including simultaneous virtual engagement with broader audiences across the regions of Turkmenistan and delivering services by international consultants/companies from the place of their physical location to the national target audiences. This practice also proved efficient in terms of time and cost saving. In fact, UNDP even benefited from moving to the online service delivery, as it allowed UNDP and other JP PUNOs to make up for the time lost due to the outbreak of the pandemic in the beginning of the year and plan better for efficient delivery of activities.

	Follow-up Actions
	Based on the Final Project Review, include a brief record of decisions and conclusions related to follow-up actions

The Joint Programme has generated a wide range of evidence that has resulted in preparation of a Draft National Social Services Plan for 2022-2030 – a roadmap to implementation of the Law on Social Services and the national strategic priorities for improved well-being and fulfillment of rights of vulnerable groups and citizens in need. The draft National Social Services Development Plan for 2022 to 2030 sets out a vision for implementing a nation-wide network of Etrap social workers and specialized social services in the medium to long-term. As per the Theory of Change: “by 2030, if the plan is implemented and properly resourced, then a network of supportive, preventive, quality services will be in place in every Etrap and sufficient volume and quality of specialized services will be available at the secondary level for those who need them. Very few people will need highly specialized residential services as their needs will be met in the community or by specialized services at the secondary level. And tertiary level services will be of higher quality and more effective for those who do need them “.

The Draft National Social Services Plan set the main directions of the UN Joint proposal for Government co-financing for the Phase II that was submitted in August, 2022. Three agencies: UNDP, UNICEF, and UNFPA committed to support implementation of the reform, with a primary focus on the following four work packages: (1) Community based social-services system strengthened at all levels; (2) Evidence generation for better decision making: Development of the integrated social services case management information system; (3) Introduction of social contracting mechanisms and expanding on the specialized social services; (4) Labour and Social protection Workforce strengthening, including the launch of the Center for training and excellence of the Labour and Social Protection and support to establishment of theory and practice of social work in Universities of Turkmenistan.

While the joint proposal was in the pipeline, in order to not lose the momentum and catalyze on its results, the SDG Fund Development Emergency Modality grant was successfully received for preparation of the National Social Services Development Plan 2023-2030 with M&E framework, financing strategy and information management system to ensure sustainability of the inclusive quality community based social services reform in Turkmenistan. This funding opportunity was of strategic importance for acceleration of adoption of the National Social Services Development plan (NSSDP) by the government, ensuring the sustainability of the social protection reform through the multisectoral approach and timely scale up of inclusive social services to every etrap (district) in the country, reaching out to the most vulnerable and securing smooth transition to the Phase II of the Joint Programme. 

The new programme is delivered jointly by UNICEF and UNDP, contributing to establishment of a high level Inter-Ministerial Commission on Social Protection as the main political decision-making body and adoption of the multi-stakeholder NSSDP with integrated M&E framework, costing and assessed financing flows. The costing and analysis of financial flows will be supported by the UN-Government Joint Experts Group on SDG financing where the entire UNCT is present. In addition, the consultations with IFIs will be held to support the analysis. This will ensure the holistic approach to the proposed assessments and strengthen government resilience and ability to respond to the needs of the population during the crisis.  Additionally, conducting the Social Protection MIS Feasibility assessment with costed Roadmap and draft M&E framework of the social services with the system of indicators will further facilitate development of the integrated social services case management information system to be used for day-to-day analysis and policy making.
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