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Background

The Philippine Local Government Code was enacted in 1991. The Code introduced a major devolution of national government services that established a devolved system of powers in provincial, city, municipal and barangay governments in the Philippines 
. 

The objectives of devolution are to make local governments more accountable for the services they provide, and encourage Local Government Units (LGU) to adapt services more responsive to local needs and popular preferences. Further, inefficiencies arising from cumbersome central control will be corrected more readily by autonomous local managers. Cost of implementation may also decrease due to reduced transaction costs. The public will also be more willing to help pay for services if these are more responsive to their needs.

The public health system is perhaps the most seriously affected sector as a result of devolution. Salaries, wages and benefits of health workers were compromised; there was deterioration in health facilities, shortage in hospital supplies and medicines resulting in poor and inadequate delivery of health services.  Not only did health services suffered, even the health statistical system was impaired. The Department of Health’s (DOH) Field Health Service Information System (FHSIS) which is the main source of data and information from the barangay to the central office suffered delays in consolidation and reporting, and worst, unreliable data. One reason is that LGUs felt they are not obliged anymore to submit data to DOH since they are not receiving budget from the department anyway. Many submit just for compliance without being diligent on ensuring quality of data submitted.

It is however inevitable, that in a devolved setup, the demand for local level statistics is more pressing. Data are required for preparing development plans, sectoral plans, requests from local and international financing institutions, media and the general public. LGUs have no choice but to reluctantly carry on data gathering using national information systems to generate local statistics. Other LGUs invested in developing their own information systems, engaging the services of consultants to get the job done. Hence, this lead into varying information systems that were designed based on needs thereby creating differences in indicator definition, methodology, software platforms and even operating systems. Consolidation of data across provinces, regions and national level becomes a nightmare.

Birth of ChildInfo

It is in this context that ChildInfo, the predecessor of DevInfo, was introduced in the Philippines. The software was first introduced in UNICEF programme areas, henceforth referred to as CPC (Country Programme for Children) areas. The software was meant to consolidate available data on women and children at the LGU level which are scattered across different offices and organizations working on children. The introduction of ChildInfo allowed the integration of children’s data into one data management software. 

To facilitate the use of ChildInfo, a team of information staff from different sectors was formed, trained, provided with computer and software and tasked to set-up a Knowledge Center (KC) on Children. The center serves as the repository of the women and children data and a place where programme implementers can meet, discuss and develop policy actions and programmatic interventions that are recommended for action by local chief executives (Figure 1). The team is headed by the KC Manager who is responsible for updating ChildInfo data and in producing tables, charts and maps. 

Among the problems encountered during the initial years of Knowledge Center operations and ChildInfo are software bugs, incompatibility with new versions of Microsoft Office, power outages in most areas, limited staff capacity and inadequate resources to maintain and operate the Knowledge Center. 

DevInfo Era

In 2004, ChildInfo was replaced by DevInfo to become the official tool in monitoring of the Millennium Development Goals (MDG). DevInfo has the same functionality as ChildInfo but with advance features. The latest version, DevInfo 5.0 is already web based.

Table 1. Knowledge Center Conceptual Framework, 1999.
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Since the first roll-out of DevInfo in September 2004, UNICEF sponsored a number of training programs on DevInfo which was participated in by over 500 people from government, NGOs and UN Agencies. This excludes training conducted by the National Economic and Development Authority (NEDA) for regional line agencies, city and provincial technical staff. Within CPC areas, Knowledge Managers also conducted training to municipal and barangay personnel engaged in data management. 

The role of NEDA

NEDA, specifically the NEDA Regional Offices (NRO) played a crucial role in rolling out ChildInfo/DevInfo in local government units by conducting DevInfo training and capacity building in data management. The agency is mandated to assist LGUs in the preparation of their development plans and consolidating these into a regional development plan and ultimately, into the Medium-Term Philippine Development Plan (MTPDP). To fulfill this mandate, NEDA needs a systematic approach in collecting and storing socio-economic database. 

Before DevInfo, NEDA Central and Regional Offices use different software for managing information. NEDA’s Social Development Staff (SDS) was using the Social Development Management Information System (SOMIS), a Microsoft Excel based information system; while the National Policy Planning and Coordination Staff was using a number of Microsoft Office-based systems. Despite the excellent features of DevInfo, different offices in NEDA were reluctant to adopt and champion the use of the software because of the “pains” associated in changing from one system to another.
When DevInfo was officially adopted as the tool to monitor the MDGs, the SDS took the bold step in recommending to the NEDA Board’s Social Development Committee to harmonize and adopt DevInfo as the software to monitor the progress of implementation of the Millennium Development Goals. Hence, through a NEDA Board resolution, the entire agency adopted DevInfo as the monitoring tool to be used in all data management systems in the entire bureaucracy.

NEDA Regional Offices showed varying initiatives in adopting DevInfo owing to their diverse technical capability and because there was no agency-wide guideline on its use. NEDA Region 4a (NRO4a) however used DevInfo extensively in the preparation of the region’s Regional Physical Framework Plan: 2004 – 2030. 

DevInfo was used particularly in situational analysis wherein maps were prepared to show disparities across provinces and municipalities and location of facilities and existing projects. Overlay maps on roads, hospital facilities, schools and even earthquake faults were superimposed on community settlements to determine spatial distribution of these facilities and services and communities exposed to risks.

The successful implementation of DevInfo in NRO4a may largely be attributed to a well defined policy framework, effective capacity building strategy and inclusion of DevInfo into the work process. The Regional Development Council passed a resolution endorsed by NRO4a encouraging all member agencies and LGUs to establish knowledge centers and use of DevInfo as a data management tool. NRO4a carried out a uniform DevInfo training patterned after UNICEF sponsored training, making minor modifications only where and when warranted.  The NRO4a team capitalized on the mapping and statistical functions of DevInfo to convince many LGUs who were otherwise contented in using Microsoft Office applications for storing their databases. NRO4a required co-sharing of training expenses, subscribing on the principle that cost free goods and services are often taken for granted and wasted. Direct application and use of DevInfo linked to an accountable output ensures sustainability and proper maintenance and upkeep of the tools for the trade.  

Problems in Implementation

Despite these success stories, the implementation of DevInfo across regions and CPC provinces and cities vary. Among the major problems encountered include:

1. Data are not regularly updated and reports are not routinely disseminated;

2. A mechanism or a process for ensuring and maintaining robustness of data has not been established.

With regards to knowledge centers, the repository of DevInfo:

1. Many knowledge centers are passive repositories of data and not a dynamic, proactive and regular supplier of data and information to intended users.

2. Some knowledge centers were operated like a children’s library. They were setup to cater to children and not to the intended users who are the programme and project implementers.

Knowledge Center Functionality

In this year’s Mid Term Review, UNICEF commissioned the services of an independent institutional consultant to evaluate Knowledge Center functionality. The criteria used are as follows
: Level 1 Functionality: Governance and Database. Indicators include: (1) competent KC Managers, (2) functional Knowledge Network Committee, (3) access to a functional personal computer, (4) DevInfo software is installed and operational, (5) has institutionalized work process, and (6) KC submits DevInfo database and standard reports to UNICEF.  The assessment of level of compliance simply uses a star rating wherein each star corresponds to each of the six criteria.

Level 2 Functionality: Information Products. Still using the star rating system, the highest number of stars in Level 2 is four.  This is for the three required information products: State of the Children Report, Fact Sheet and Newsletter. An extra star is for products beyond the required three.

For Level 3, the only criterion is the ability of the KC Manager to advocate for children agenda and policies that would spur action from decision makers.

The results of the evaluation are presented in Table 1. Of the 12 KCs studied, 67% are level 3 functional, 17% are level 2 functional and 8% level 1 functional. One KC (8%) is not functional at all.

Table 1. Summary Assessment of Knowledge Centre Functionality in Focus Areas

	Province
	Level 1
	Level 2
	Level 3
	Over-all Rating
	Remarks

	Antique
	******
	***
	*
	3
	Knowledge centre under renovation, manager & committee able to produce data & promote child agenda. No feedback mechanism & communication plan

	Bukidnon
	******
	****
	*
	3
	No feedback mechanism and communication plan

	Camarines Norte
	******
	***
	*
	3
	No feedback mechanism and communication plan

	Guimaras
	******
	****
	*
	3
	Limited feedback mechanism. No communication plan

	Isabela
	******
	****
	*
	3
	No feedback mechanism. No communication plan

	Maguindanao
	**
	*
	-
	0
	Requires assistance in formation of KC and strengthening the capability of PPDO to collect, process and analyze data, and to produce info materials.

	Negros Oriental
	******
	***
	*
	3
	Operation of new set-up not observed.  Handled by Communication Task Force led by PIO, hence likely to establish a feedback mechanism and communication plan. 

	North Cotabato
	******
	***
	*
	3
	Needs feedback mechanism and communication plan and closer coordination with planning unit

	Sarangani
	******
	***
	*
	3
	Needs feedback mechanism and communication plan and closer coordination with planning unit

	Manila
	*****
	-
	-
	1
	Needs to provide a one-stop shop for child info; produce info materials; strengthen advocacy

	Pasay City
	*****
	*
	*
	2
	Needs to provide a one-stop shop for child info.

	Quezon City
	*****
	*
	-
	2
	Needs to strengthen influence in decision-making by improving data generation and processing. Needs to produce knowledge and info materials and establish feedback mechanism and communication plan.  


The degree or quality of functionality of the KCs is affected by a host of factors, foremost of which is the lack of timely and accurate data. Unreliable data affects outputs of DevInfo, thereby affecting the relevance of the information generated which ultimately will impact on decisions made by the local chief executive. For example, the planning officer from Camarines Norte questions the statistics used on functional literacy and hunger; in Sarangani the planning officer questions the basis for ranking his province as 4th poorest in the country, and the gross underestimation of the number of indigenous peoples in the province; and the Quezon City Mayor questions the city’s population that do not seem to support the observed huge number of informal settlers and high mobility of the population. 

Lessons Learned and Way Forward

Is UNICEF’s investment in ChildInfo and DevInfo training to over a thousand people during the past 7 years worth it all? Would a different strategy worked more effectively?

The tool is only as good as the user, the accompanying inputs to the tool and the usefulness of the outputs produced by that tool. Below are some of the conclusions observed during the implementation of DevInfo in the Philippines:

1. There is a strong need to validate administrative data inputted in DevInfo. Survey data that have gone through a scientific validation process are not available at provincial and municipal levels.

2. Most government personnel, even at the LGU levels are fast learners and receptive to the use of DevInfo. It is oftentimes their technical capacity, their patience and their diligence to ensure quality data inputted to DevInfo that are overlooked.

3. Evidence-based decision should be institutionalized in most LGUs.  Many LGU planners who give advice to local chief executives lack the capacity to analyze data and conduct policy analysis.

4. There is a need to build capacity of LGU staff to be able to produce advocacy materials that media can disseminate to the public. Media people cannot be readily expected to use DevInfo data and tell “stories” based on the tables, charts and maps generated by the software.

As a result of the MTR, UNICEF Country Office in the Philippines recommends the following:

1. The conduct of DevInfo training  will be turned over to a competent training agency that could more effectively implement and sustain training on software use and applications.

2. UNICEF will invest in the training of NEDA and CPC staff on statistical analysis, data interpretation and report writing for policy makers and media.

3. UNICEF will invest on streamlining a data collection system that would ensure reliability and improve accuracy of data.

4. UNICEF will support encoding of national survey results in DevInfo and make these available to the public for free.

5. UNICEF will continue using DevInfo to produce advocacy materials and encourage other agencies to use the program.
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