
 

 

 

ESPA Mid-Term Review – Programme Response  

 

February 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



ESPA’s Programme Executive Board (PEB) welcomes the Mid-Term Review (MTR) and its 

positive assessment that the programme is working well, with strong delivery to date, high 

expected impact, and good value for money. PEB is pleased with the MTR’s confirmation 

that ESPA is on target to meet or significantly exceed nearly all programme indicators.  

PEB would like to thank the MTR team for their hard work in understanding and 

documenting ESPA’s ambitious inter-disciplinary aims, it’s rapidly growing research portfolio 

and the innovative and evolving DFID-NERC-ESRC partnership.  

Programme Progress 

PEB notes the MTR’s description of the programme’s progress. In terms of programme 

outputs, at the time of the review this was:  

 90 projects across 50 countries 

 involving 750 researchers – half from developing countries  

 from 310 institutions,  

 who have already produced 106 academic publications, 22 books/chapters and many 

other products.  

These numbers have grown since the review. Current data are available on ESPA’s website 

– an international knowledge platform that achieves over 3000 web hits each month.  

The MTR has helped to highlight some of the early impacts of ESPA’s knowledge, for 

example, its use in policy and programme design throughout the world: PEB notes 

eight instances so far of direct policy impact. 

Programme Evolution 

The MTR notes how well ESPA has performed as a ‘pioneering research programme’. 

The review has touched on how the evolution of the programme has been managed: 

significant changes have been made to ensure the appropriateness of ESPA’s programme 

management as the programme moves from commissioning research to the delivery phase. 

The MTR has made PEB aware that a few stakeholders perceive that ESPA promotes the 

notion that sustainable management of ecosystem services directly leads to poverty 

alleviation.  

 PEB is working with the ESPA Directorate to ensure that the ESPA programme more 

clearly frames the overall research questions going forward: under what policy and 

market conditions can ecosystem services support poverty alleviation.  

 Policy-makers need to know where potentials are real, and which policy approaches 

to ecosystem services create poverty traps.   

 PEB views some of the ‘tensions’ described by the MTR as creative tensions, rather 

than static or structural problems.  

 ESPA needs to, and indeed PEB believes that it already does, embrace the full 

spectrum of ecosystem services and poverty alleviation concerns, and of the 

research excellence drivers and development impact drivers related to this in order to 

identify effective knowledge ‘bridges’ between them.  

 



Capturing Impact 

The multiple funders of a complex programme such as ESPA have different priorities, 

however, in recognising that real-world problems of the magnitude addressed by ESPA are 

complex and demand innovative ways in which to understand and solve them, these 

priorities often align to achieve the end goal;  

 ESPA is delivering a vehicle for combining poverty and environmental 

objectives, and by translating science excellence to developmental impact.  

 PEB is endeavouring to capture programme learning for future collaboration.  

 PEB notes, that while a logframe is very important for the programme, much is 

not visible through a logframe, such as ‘first-hand accounts’ describing changes 

and other approaches, for example. 

MTR Recommendations 

PEB acknowledges the MTR’s recommendations, some of which support recent 

appointments made by the Directorate, fully resourcing ESPA’s Impact Strategy. Others will 

be accommodated by regular ESPA work, e.g. annual reviews of ESPA’s Knowledge 

Strategy. While together they do not call for any major mid-course correction to the 

programme, some MTR recommendations encourage the programme to explore particular 

options in more detail. These include: 

Accountability of individual PIs:  

PEB takes accountability seriously, as an essential complement to the scientific flexibility 

that the programme allows. PEB note different expectations of reporting by scientists in 

particular country, institutional and disciplinary contexts.  

 Recognising the needs of the programme for coherent and regular reporting, the 

ESPA Directorate will work with the funders with the aim of streamlining project 

reporting, making it of direct help to the projects in their own management, and to 

the Directorate, which meets with projects every 6 months.  

 PEB will investigate particular projects where project, financial or political risk 

‘traffic lights’ turn ‘amber’ or ‘red’. But PEB will also explore other means to 

assure accountability that works for researchers, e.g. through the publication 

process.  

 PEB supports the suggestion that ESPA needs to be clearer on the degree of 

developmental impact expected; this will be project-specific, but will mainly relate 

to delivering policy-relevant information to decision-makers and feeding policy 

debate, sometimes leading to influencing policy, or occasionally to direct poverty 

impacts. 

 

  



Synthesis:  

 PEB keenly anticipates some exciting conceptual and methodological advances 

from our imminent commissioning of ESPA Blue Skies research and future plans 

for synthesis.  

 The ESPA poverty framework, knowledge strategy and some ESPA grants have 

already produced very promising frameworks and principles.  

 The Directorate will lead, with advice from the programme’s International Programme 

Advisory Committee (I-PAC), but PEB believes that ESPA programme synthesis 

should, in large part, be co-constructed by the growing ESPA community.  

 There is considerable scope to involve ESPA researchers and others including those 

involved in policy.  For this reason, PEB has requested the ESPA Directorate and 

Secretariat to scope a potential additional ESPA call for synthetic research with 

the Announcement of Opportunity provisionally scheduled to be launched in 2016. 

PEB recognises that a key synthesis output from the programme will be the science 

generated by ESPA projects – i.e. new knowledge as well as methodologies and 

concepts. This will be helpful for building the community of practice, as well as synthesis in 

relation to particular policy challenges, which is helpful for building policy impact. This 

work will be built on a demand analysis.  

It should also prove helpful in pinpointing how ESPA should better embrace cross-

cutting issues such as gender, for example, and potentially deal with knowledge gaps 

emerging from the analysis. Programme synthesis will be aimed at multiple audiences 

through a variety of means such as policy briefings, videos, etc. 

Legacy:  

PEB is intent on providing a valuable legacy of the entire body of ESPA knowledge and the 

growing community of practice, as well as that of the individual projects.   

 Future ESPA Annual Science Conferences, and the new Regional 

Opportunities Fund, will provide powerful means to shape this - as will continued 

efforts to influence other funders – ESPA has already leveraged £29 million of 

further funding.  

 PEB will consider plans for archiving outputs, making them available to science 

and to policy, and for continuing to support and mobilise the ESPA community.   

 PEB recognises the key role that the Directorate plays in building the programme’s 

impact and legacy and, for this reason; PEB has asked the Directorate to propose 

ways of extending their activities to March 2019 using existing financial 

resources.   

 PEB have asked the Directorate to develop a plan for a possible no-cost 

extension to the programme but notes that this will be subject to the need for 

Ministerial approval and outcomes of Government and departmental spending 

reviews in the coming years. 

Links with other programmes and communities of practice:  

PEB believes this is important for science and policy impact, funding security and legacy.  



 At the global level, the Directorate has created effective links with United Nations 

(e.g. Poverty-Environment Initiative) and World Bank (Wealth Accounting and the 

Valuation of Ecosystem Services (WAVES) natural capital accounting), which are 

influential in many developing countries.  

 As well as this, PEB will be asking I-PAC members to play ambassadorial roles for 

the programme.  

 There may be potential links with research initiatives involved in 

complementary areas, e.g. on gender and sustainable business, as well as 

development programmes.  

 ESPA has significant links with other UK research programmes where there is 

evidence of demand and potential value for money, e.g. the ESRC-DFID Poverty 

Alleviation Scheme, and NERC’s Biodiversity and Ecosystem Service Sustainability 

(BESS) and Valuing Nature Network (VNN) programmes. 

Programme governance:  

As an interdisciplinary and innovative programme, ESPA’s formative phase necessarily 

involved major and often unprecedented decisions to be made, with a range of checks and 

balances, as well as significant learning and trust-building between parties. PEB invested 

significant organisational resources and time to build this strong institutional foundation, 

which is proving to be effective.  

 The links between the Directorate and the Secretariat are strong, with no significant 

redundancy of effort.  

 However, with the change in focus for the programme, from funding to 

synthesis activities, PEB agrees that some restructuring of governance is now 

permissible and warranted, while ensuring clarity of roles and procedures is 

prioritised over any structural changes.  

 In addition, PEB will establish means for programme-level learning, some of 

which will be of value across DFID and the Research Councils in support of 

integrated science-policy work. 

Next Steps 

 The PEB has asked the Directorate to consider the detail of each MTR 

recommendation in their forward-planning – as well as the MTR’s conclusions, 

which potentially point to further ideas for progress.  

 As well as this, the Directorate is asked to revisit how ESPA has responded to the 

MTR in 12 months’ time. 

In the meantime, PEB welcomes responses and ideas from the ESPA community. 


