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1. Introduction  
The WWF Table Mountain Water Source Area Partnership: Protecting Critical Groundwater project 

offers a focused response to climate change and Cape Town’s Day Zero, which highlighted the 

critical need to secure alternative water resources for the City, in a way that protects and sustains 

those resources.  

This is a short project with high ambitions, all happening in a time of extreme uncertainty and 

turbulence. It seeks to engage diverse neighbourhoods in a version of citizen science, offering 

significant findings that can reliably inform policy and engage one of South Africa’s largest 

metropolitan municipalities in consequential policy making and reform (through the Table Mountain 

Water Source Area (TM-WSA) Partnership). All in ‘real time.’ 

Monitoring is central to the task of the project as the outcomes of monitoring must impact on 

project team functioning and practice in rapid turnaround times. This is no small intention, especially 

given that the project team for this undertaking is wholly new and consisting of four or five separate 

specialist teams all operating in parallel. 

For reasons of time as well as the need to integrate experience and learning, an approach that 

actively seeks to surface learning frequently and regularly and to ‘meld’ that into a single project 

approach becomes essential. This will –  

- Enable real-time M&E that is critical to ensure the project is run efficiently and effectively 

and can meet its ambitious time frames. 

- Generate clear and well-synthesised accounts of learning that have been both co-created by, 

and are of use to, the broader project community, including the project team, WWF, project 

governance stakeholders and users of project outcomes, and donors.  

- Integrate a reflexive learning component that will enhance the project’s chances of 

impacting complex governance work.  

- Provide the opportunity for team members to stop and reflect and think about their work – 

a space to support the team to step back from what they are doing, to look at it collectively 

and to make sense of what is happening, as it unfolds.  

                                                           
1 Jessica Wilson and Sue Soal, with support from Jane Burt 
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- Ensure that difficult situations and challenges in team functioning or in the field are not 

avoided or brushed under the carpet. 

- Provide the opportunity to adjust the programme in real time. 

2. MEL approach  
Project monitoring, evaluation and learning will be undertaken using three overlapping approaches – 

real-time evaluation, adaptive learning, and integration into other MEL frameworks including WWF’s 

and that of the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  

Real time 
MEL will be undertaken using a Real Time Evaluation (RTE)2 MEL approach. This has systematic and 

systemic dimensions that address both accountability and learning, and support greater project 

effectiveness, in ‘real time’.  

“A real-time evaluation is an independent, external evaluation process that runs in parallel 

to a programme, while this is being implemented, and regularly makes evaluation findings 

available for the ongoing implementation and course correction of the programme to 

promote that goals are reached. RTEs have the potential to provide learning and adaptation 

as the programme is being implemented”3 

Real-time evaluation has five possible dimensions, all of which are relevant in this project:4  

1. Enables real-time, or more current, data collection – “… data collection is undertaken 

during implementation … to document implementation more comprehensively and 

accurately than would otherwise be the case. This data can be used immediately and in the 

future for other interventions.” 

2. Real-time and/or rapid reporting – “… rapid feedback of findings is provided as part of a 

field visit or engagement, which is useful when there is scope to make changes in response to 

real-time data”. 

3. Done at multiple points throughout implementation – “RTE is done at a number of points 

throughout implementation. The timing can be regular – for example, monthly or quarterly – 

or linked to particular decisions or activities, such as planning events.” 

4. Supports different types of learning – “RTE explicitly addresses all three types of learning – 

single-loop (identifying discrepancies), double-loop (supporting revisiting of assumptions and 

the implications for making changes to the Theory of Change and implementation activities), 

and triple-loop (reviewing what evidence is being used and how to support decision 

making)”. 

  

                                                           
2 This is in line with the Danida Evaluation Guidelines (Jan 2018) which lists “Real-Time Evaluations of 
programmes, which are undertaken while the programme is being implemented” as one of three types of 
evaluation that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs works with.  

3 Danida: Evaluation Policy for Danish Development Cooperation, Feb 2016 

4 From Patricia Rogers, Better Evaluation, ‘Why we do we need more real time evaluation?’ 
https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/blog/why-do-we-need-more-real-time-evaluation 

 
 

https://www.betterevaluation.org/en/blog/why-do-we-need-more-real-time-evaluation
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5. Engaging different users together in dialogue for sense-making and action planning – “RTE 

explicitly involves bringing a range of stakeholders together to make sense of the data and 

jointly develop recommendations for action, bringing greater expertise to bear, and also 

developing greater ownership of and commitment to the findings and recommendations.” 

Characterised by adaptive learning 
The project will involve all three types of learning referred to in the section above on real-time 

evaluation. Single-loop learning, or accountability and management against objectives, will be 

provided for through the creation of and regular monitoring against a set of commonly agreed on 

indicators. Triple-loop learning will be relevant especially for WWF and at the partnership level in 

their efforts to formulate a generalised approach to Strategic Water Source Area (SWSA) governance 

and management. 

However, project MEL will emphasise ‘double-loop’, or adaptive learning, i.e. using the outcomes of 

single-loop learning/ monitoring to reflect on and possibly adapt goals and objectives, as the project 

unfolds.  

An adaptive approach has been found to improve the effectiveness of governance projects and 

programmes, given that it enables project responsiveness to reality on the ground.5 Features of an 

adaptive learning approach include –  

- emphasising the ‘L’ (learning) in monitoring, evaluation, and learning 

- operationalising flexibility in projects and funding models 

- reducing the prevalence of technical requests for proposals that limit local ownership and 

restrict space for learning and adaptation 

- ensuring that internal management practices encourage stability and continuity in partners’ 

project management.  

Ultimately the project Theory of Change might be adapted as this ‘double-loop’ learning progresses. 

Aligning and engaging with other MEL frameworks 

The MEL framework will be co-developed by the MEL practitioners, WWF staff and the project 

Implementers team. It will align with –  

 requirements of the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, as set out in Danida’s evaluation 

guidelines of January 2018. As the framework develops, the project management team will 

be supported to engage with the Danish Embassy to ensure that its terms and the material it 

generates supports these reporting requirements.  

 the emerging MEL framework for WWF’s work on partnerships in SWSAs, in collaboration 

with WWF’s water and agriculture programmes for example we use the indicators in the 

SWSA strategy as the basis for this project. 

 outcomes of WWF’s strategic review. 

 existing MEL approaches of project implementers. 

                                                           
5 Moses, M. and Soal, S. (2017) Supporting local learning and adaptation: Understanding the effectiveness of 
adaptive processes, Making All Voices Count Policy Brief, Brighton: IDS 
https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/handle/20.500.12413/13432 

 

https://opendocs.ids.ac.uk/opendocs/handle/20.500.12413/13432
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Who MEL will involve 
An emphasis on learning and adaptation, and a commitment to developing an approach to SWSA 

governance and management requires that all project contributors – including implementers, 

managers, partnership members and donors – be actively engaged in both learning and adaptation, 

albeit with different levels of intensity and on different issues. The MEL processes will engage three 

different groups of people –  

 WWF Programme Manager and Project Manager overseeing the Table Mountain SWSA 

Partnership and this project, as well as other nominated WWF staff, to ensure ongoing 

alignment with WWF strategy and MEL systems, and to feed learning from this project into 

broader WWF processes of strategy development, especially for SWSA partnerships.  

 Inter-disciplinary multi-institutional teams contracted to support / implement each of the 

project outputs. They (or representatives from each team) will meet every 2 months as The 

Implementers team (formerly Operational Management Committee – OMC). In these 

meetings, implementers will share experience and learning from their own areas of 

responsibility and through this, collective learning will be generated, and adjustments for 

the coming period made. 

 Table Mountain SWSA Partnership, the “TM-WSA Partnership,” which will act as a steering 

committee for this project and extend beyond the life of the project. The Partnership is a 

strategic mechanism, beyond the boundaries of a traditional ‘steering committee’. Its 

engagement with the project MEL will focus largely on its own development as a strategic 

mechanism and lessons learned towards effective water management and governance of 

SWSAs. 

3. MEL process and methods  
Project MEL will involve five features, each of which seeks to give expression to a real-time, adaptive 

and living MEL approach. In this way, the MEL support will seek to support implementers, managers 

and steering committee members to track the project’s outcomes as they emerge and to keep pace, 

conceptually, with this. These five features are –  

i. Developing a Theory of Change 
A Theory of Change (ToC) is a description and illustration of how and why a desired change is 

expected to happen in a particular context. It maps out the missing middle between what the 

programme does (the activities and interventions) and how these lead to the programme goals. The 

goals or outcomes of the programme should align with the ToC.  

The ToC will be developed and tested in iterations as the project progresses, through reflection with 

The Implementer’s team, WWF project management team and the steering committee. And it is 

expected that this will be adjusted as implementation takes its course. 

ToC, April 2021 

The project contains three levels of intended change, each nested within the other, each impacting 

the other and also containing its own distinct strategies for achieving change.  

Table Mountain Water Source Areas Partnership (TM-WSA) project 
PROTECTING CRITICAL GROUNDWATER 
Theory of Change April 2021 
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Underlying rationale – why this project? 
WWF’s commitment to the intrinsic value of water, underpinned by a conservation minded and 
evidence-based appreciation of the value of South Africa’s strategic water source areas, the 
importance of caring for them through good policy and effective governance, and recognition of 
the challenges to governance, hence a commitment to exploring ways of supporting effective 
governance, e.g.: multi-stakeholder partnerships.  

Project goal: 
By 2022, effective joint management systems in place for sustainable use and management of 
groundwaterin the Table Mountain Strategic Water Source Area (TM-SWSA), which contributes 
to – 

Project impact: 
Well-managed TM-SWSA, including sustainable use of groundwater. 
 

Nested levels Detail Underlying assumptions 
and questions 

1 Nine 
interconnected 
and mutually 
reinforcing 
elements of 
project 
implementation 
on groundwater 
in the TM-
SWSA lead to ...  
  

1. Awareness raising in schools 
2. Awareness raising among faith communities  
3. Awareness raising in business & industry 
leads to recognition of the value of 
groundwater, awareness of the need to monitor 
its use and increased willingness to consent and 
contribute to monitoring  
4. which supports and is supported by the 
development of Groundwater Monitoring 
Networks with citizens and for citizens. These 
efforts strengthen and extend existing efforts to 
develop knowledge about groundwater in the 
TM-SWSA,  
5. contributing to the ongoing expansion of an 
open-source Database and dashboard, 
accessible to the public, policy makers, 
researchers and those involved in groundwater 
governance and providing credible knowledge. 
In addition to informing policy and governance 
decisions, this will be harnessed in a   
6. Public communication and advocacy 
campaign which broadcasts the knowledge 
gained, experience of monitoring, and lessons 
out of public awareness efforts, reinforcing all of 
this work and taking it to a broader and 
targeted audience.  
7. The Danish learning exchange will offer 
specific technical assistance to this process 
through sharing best international practice.  
 
Taken as a whole, this grounded experience, 
combined with a policy and legislative review, 
will support further developments with regard 
to  
8. Policy and governance specifically for the TM-
SWSA as undertaken by the  

a) Team-based and 
learning oriented project 
management approaches 
support The Implementers 
to simultaneously pursue 
their individual project 
goals and contribute to 
achievement of the project 
aims 
 
b) public sentiment and 
behaviour will respond to 
targeted constituency-
based outreach efforts that 
combine an appeal to 
people’s sense of the 
intrinsic value of water as 
well as rational arguments, 
education and information 
making the case for it to be 
well managed and 
therefore monitored.  
 
c) public awareness will 
help to improve 
groundwater management 
and its sustainable use. 
 
d) what is monitored is 
sufficient to give the data 
required for effective 
management, more 
sustainable use and 
governance of 
groundwater. 
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9. Partnership, a multi-stakeholder initiative 
established specifically to support effective 
groundwater management of the TM-SWSA and 
to pioneer this form of governance for SWSAs in 
general. Which leads to ... 

e) all members of the 
partnership share a 
common understanding of 
what it is and investment 
in bringing it to life 

2 ... 
improvements 
in TM-SWSA’s 
groundwater 
governance and 
sustainable 
management, 
which 
contributes 
towards ... 
 
 

Expansion of groundwater management, 
refined data collection and communication 
AND  
Maturing of TM-WSA Partnership, clear 
mandates and responsibilities, resulting in ...  

f) an on-the-ground project 
can catalyse/inspire better 
governance on the ground 
and in the partnership 

The project goal – By 2022, effective joint 
management systems in place for TM-SWSA’s 
sustainable use and management of 
groundwater which contributes to ...  

g) the partnership will be 
responsive to the 
outcomes of the project as 
they emerge and to 
translating these into 
policy and sustainable 
management interventions 

3 ... a grounded 
approach to 
policy, 
governance and 
sustainable 
management of 
SWSAs – a 
potential model 
for South 
Africa. 

Project impact – Well-managed TM-SWSA, 
including sustainable use of groundwater itself a 
contribution to ... 

h) the partnership will be 
responsive to learning from 
its experience with a view 
to sharing this more 
broadly. 

WWF’s strategy to contribute to the 
development of policy and practice for effective 
management of SWSAs through the 
development and piloting of partnership-
based/multi-stakeholder partnership 

i) Partnerships/multi-
stakeholder partnerships 
are a good way to 
safeguard WSAs 

 

ii. The ‘spine map’ – mapping and monitoring the process as it unfolds 
The MEL team will support the emerging implementation team to develop a ‘spine map’ (the 

backbone of the project) of the project-in-action. This will be a growing account, in diagram form, of 

the interconnected processes and work-streams that go into making up the project as they emerge 

in practice. These will not be a replication of the project-plan but a mapping, in real time, of the role-

players as they emerge/are contracted, as it becomes clear what distinctive emphases and styles 

each will bring to the project and as they find their way with regard to communication, collaboration 

and integration of functions. In this sense, the spine map will be an aid to team-development and 

project coherence.  

In time, and as the team forms, contracts are finalised and work begins, so the spine map will be 

referred to and developed further. It will offer a living account of the operating structure, the actual 

time frames of early project implementation and the basis from which team learning and 

adjustments will take place. In other words, from the start and as work proceeds, this diagram will 

offer a representation to all team members of their part in the greater whole of the project.  

Furthermore, and as the MEL activities take hold, it will also offer the project ‘baseline’ against 

which the “Theory of Change is then tested against the actual process” (see ToC above). 

By the project end, the spine map will reflect a dynamic and real-time account of the full project 

process as it is has developed, including relationships and how they functioned in project 
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execution/delivery; actual timelines; roles played; gaps in project conception and execution; and 

unanticipated gains and learning. In other words, and by project end, the spine map will have 

become absorbed into other planned MEL activities and offer one outcome of the MEL activities. 

iii. Accompanied project implementation 
The MEL process will support the nine individual project ‘parts’ of the overall project6 to –  

- find synergy between the project parts and their own organisational objectives and to revisit 

this as the overall project proceeds 

- clarify how the project parts contribute to the overall project ToC 

- find connections across the different parts of the work and identify and work with 

contradictions as they arise  

- develop a living understanding among The Implementers of the project parts and how these 

all interconnect, informing one another and possibly affecting one another 

It will furthermore support project managers to integrate MEL functioning and the outcomes of that 

functioning into –  

- project management, including upward and downward accountability and support to The 

Implementers in their work 

- development of the partnership 

- integration of project methods and outcomes into WWF functioning, strategy and policy, 

including contribution to monitoring against the WWF SWSA strategy.  

iv. Facilitated learning spaces 
The project’s governance, management and communication structures and forums for the project, 

could also serve as accountability and learning spaces where data is gathered and reflected on, 

working with both the systematic and systemic dimensions of MEL, while simultaneously supporting 

project effectiveness. These spaces include: 

1. The Implementers Team (formerly operational management committee (OMC)), which will 

meet every 2 months.  

The MEL function offers an integrated organisational ‘backspace’ to enable the subteams to 

work together as a unified whole. The MEL team will work directly with this group, 

integrating into its ordinary management functioning.  

Field-data and management information, progress monitoring, case studies, stories of 

change and reflection reports will be useful ways to generate discussion, integration and 

learning in this space.  

In addition, the mid-term evaluation and terminal evaluation will allow for further team 

learning. The MEL team will work with the Project Manager / WWF team to design and 

facilitate these meetings.  

2. The TM-WSA Partnership, who meet as a project steering committee quarterly. This 

provides an important space to co-create the mandate and strategy for the TM-WSA 

Partnership, receive reports and accounts of project progress and adaptation and to reflect 

                                                           
6 Awareness raising in 1. schools, 2. among faith communities and 3. in business & industry, 4. development of 
Groundwater Monitoring Networks with citizens and for citizens, 5. development of a database and 
dashboard, 6. Public communication and advocacy 7. the Danish learning exchange, 8. strategy for policy and 
governance and 9. development of the Partnership 
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on governance and stakeholder partnerships as a mechanism for sustainable management 

of SWSAs. 

3. Internal WWF processes that share and reflect on accountability and learning across the 

different programmes, particularly in relation to freshwater and agriculture work in SWSAs 

4. Public engagement, which will happen twice a year and provides a space for both project 

accountability and input on citizen-monitoring and good governance. 

v. Collaborative documentation 
Because the project MEL seeks to integrate into existing project management for both WWF and, as 

best possible, implementers, the documentation of the MEL tools, processes and outcomes is 

collaborative. In addition to ensuring that documentation is relevant to the needs and experiences 

of The Implementers, this reduces duplication of reporting and enhances and supports learning of 

project implementers and beyond.  

Principles underpinning this commitment include –  

- Co-development of the instruments and tools that are ultimately used in the MEL processes, 

including key questions for stories of change as a key monitoring tool for tracking project 

outcomes 

- Seeking alignment between project reporting and monitoring and that of individual 

implementers own accountability commitments and those of the Danish Embassy 

- Using implementation tracking as the basic monitoring data 

- Joint sense-making through reflection 

- Iterative development of reports through drafts and feedback/input 

- Co-development and articulation of learning outcomes, ensuring the voices and experiences 

of The Implementers carry into the lessons of the project, including to steering committee 

and WWFs further policy and governance work.  

4. MEL phases (October 2020 – July 2022) 

The dates, description and documentation are indicative and will be fine-tuned as the process 

unfolds. 

Phase and date Description Documentation 

1. Pre-inception 
October 2020 – 
March 2021 

Initial co-development of overarching approach 
with WWF Programme Manager, including 
accompaniment on co-development of the project 
planning as it emerges in consultation with 
contracted teams 

First draft ToC 

First rough MEL 
framework 

Feedback on subproject 
plans 

2. Inception 
March/April 
2021 

Early meeting with the steering committee; 
Working with the WWF Programme & Project 
Managers, Operational Management Committee 
(The Implementers) to agree on ToC, detailed MEL 
framework and project implementation team 
spaces / OMC (The Implementers) approach; 
intensive facilitation support to these 

i. Session 1 steering committee (online) 14 
April  

Second draft ToC 

MEL framework 

Early draft-indicator 
framework/metrics 

Meeting record 
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ii. Session 1 Implementers in-person 12–
13 April 

3. First half of 
project 
implementation 

May – 
September 
2021 

Ongoing data gathering, reflection, learning, and 
real-time adaptation through “learning spaces”, 
structures and forums 

iii. Session 2 steering committee – clarifying 
identity, purpose and learning questions 
(May) 

iv. Session 2 Implementers – 
metrics/indicators and development of 
monitoring tools (June) 

v. Session 3 Implementers (August) – 
reflection on implementation, surfacing 
experience, trouble-shooting, using the 
tools 

vi. Session 3 steering committee 

Finalised metrics/ 
indicator framework 

Record of steering 
committee meeting 

4. Mid-term 
review  

September/ 
October  

Possible adjustment of approach/goals; 
development of an oversight piece to feed into 
WWF’s learning on WSAs and partnerships 

vii. Session 4 Implementers – Mid-term 
review meeting (2 days) stories of change; 
reflection on the spine map; reflection on 
ToC 

Spine map – draft and 
final 

ToC reviewed 

Stories of change 

Mid-term review report 

WWF oversight piece 

Second half 
implementation 
October – April 
2021 

Ongoing data gathering, reflection, learning, and 
real-time adaptation through “learning spaces”, 
structures and forums. 

viii. Session 4 steering committee – mid-term 
review outcomes 

ix. Session 5 Implementers – early December 
– (re)planning for 2022/adjusting out of 
mid-term review  

x. Session 6 Implementers – February – 
stories of change and preparing for the 
evaluation 

xi. Session 5 steering committee – preparing 
for evaluation 

Steering committee 
report 

Support to implementers 
plans 

Final evaluation In line with requirements of the Danish Embassy 

xii. Session 7 Implementers – April – close 
and stories of change – for TE7 

xiii. Session 8 Implementers – June – mirror-
back and validate evaluation findings  

xiv. Session 6 steering committee – June – 
processing evaluation outcomes 

Terminal evaluation 
drafts and final report 

                                                           
7 WWF to let MEL team know what provision has been made for The Implementers to participate in the final 
evaluation and process its findings.  
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5. Potential risks to effective MEL  
We have identified the following potential risks: 

- Participation by some of the project partner organisations could be weak or insufficient to 

meet the project’s goals? 

- The project time frame is short, with ambitious goals that include underlying social and 

governance processes which take time to build 

- Appointment of the Project Manager took longer than anticipated and time frames were 

adjusted at the front, with no extension to end-of-project 

- Outsourcing of project components to different/multiple people and institutions who don’t 

have a history of working together 

- Some of the key people involved in the project might not recognise the importance of MEL 

or be MEL ready 

- Key project role-players do not necessarily see themselves as being inside of the MEL 

process 

- The Implementers may be unable to participate in final evaluation as they terminate in April, 

not June. 

6. Development of indicators  
Metrics will be developed in consultation with WWF project management team and Danish Embassy 

and The Implementers over the period May-June 2021.  

The indicators from the living MEL framework for WSA partnerships, relevant to this project are – 

- Number (at least 10 of 11) of SWSAs 

- Number of land users implementing water stewardship practices 

- The degree to which the multi-stakeholder partnership catchment strategy is developed and 

managed by the partnership 

- Nature and scope of management strategies 

- Nature of process for developing management strategies 

- Nature of inclusive, functional and capacitated community-public-private partnerships 

(CPPPs) 

- Nature and scope of integration of activities from CPPP management strategies into 

strategies of key stakeholder and representatives in the CPPP 

Early learning / evaluation questions from Implementers include – 

- Awareness schools: Assuming there was no knowledge of groundwater levels and 

contamination in primary schools, what information would a typical primary school student 

be able to relay following the poster competition? 

- Awareness faith: what actions have you [people of faith reached through this project] taken 

to emphasise the spiritual value of water? 

- Monitoring networks by and for citizens: Is this improving my, or someone else’s, 

understanding of groundwater and this aquifer? [If so, how?] 

- Database & dashboard: are there any other ways to distribute groundwater information to 

the public and project participants? [speaks to aspiration for continual expansion of 

knowledge dissemination]  
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- Danish learning exchange: Is capacity being built up in those working with ground water 

management in the identified areas? How so and to what extent? 

- Governance and policy: Are groundwater resources being governed collectively at a local, 

regional and national level? Are partners committed, curious and active?  

- Partnership: Is the partnership a recognised and trusted mechanism supporting better 

groundwater governance? 

Looked at as a whole these indicators and questions will provide the basics for further development 

of the metrics in the coming months. 


