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A. Introduction 

1. Independent Evaluation Department (IED) annually undertakes several project 
performance evaluation reports (PPERs) to assess project performance and contribute to 
learning. This PPER will evaluate the Sanjiang Plain Wetlands Protection Project in the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC). Furthermore, this PPER will be undertaken as a joint evaluation 
exercise with the Ministry of Finance (MOF) of the PRC. Joint evaluations, particularly with 
member countries, are important because they support IED’s mandate in evaluation capacity 
development, encourage co-learning and improvement of evaluation systems, and offers 
opportunities to explore issues in greater depth than ordinarily afforded. For these reasons joint 
evaluations can significantly contribute to improving the outcomes of evaluation studies.  
 
2. This draft evaluation approach paper sets out the scope and approach of this evaluation, 
the requisite data sources, and the tentative resource and schedule requirements.  
 
B. Country and Project Background 

3. The PRC has achieved rapid growth in recent decades – in the process significantly 
reducing poverty and improving living standards. However, this growth had put enormous 
pressure on the environment resulting in degraded land resources, over-exploited water 
resources and diminished water quality. In the latter half of the 20th century, agricultural policies 
in the PRC drove massive efforts to expand grain production in the last remaining areas of 
uncultivated fertile soils. A key focus of these efforts was the Sanjiang Plain, a vast complex of 
marshes, meadows and forests along the Russian border in the northeast of Heilongjiang 
Province.  
 
4. The Sanjiang Plain is a global biodiversity hotspot, particularly for migratory birds, and 
comprises one of the largest areas of contiguous wetlands in the PRC, including 28 nature 
reserves. It also continues to be a key grain production region for the PRC. Multiple pressures, 
including deforestation of upland areas, drainage to reclaim land for farming, flood control 
measures and unsustainable exploitation of the wetlands own resources by local communities 
have reduced the area of the wetlands and farmlands by 80% from their original size in the 
1950s. Consequently, the ecosystem services of these wetlands, including biodiversity, flood 
mitigation and pollution control, have been significantly diminished. The project aimed to 
address these issues and reverse this deterioration of the wetlands.  
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C. Project Design and Implementation 

5. The 2003 Heilongjiang Wetland Regulations gave official authority and responsibility for 
wetland management to the Heilongjiang Provincial Forest Department (HPFD) – in contrast 
with the previous situation where decisions on wetland use was fragmented across multiple 
departments. With funding from the National Development and Reform Committee (NDRC), the 
HPFD launched a project to protect and restore the wetlands. Given the need to improve its 
wetlands management approach the Heilongjiang Provincial Government (HPG) sought ADB’s 
assistance to develop a model approach of wetland rehabilitation that could be scaled up across 
the plain and to strengthen its capacity to manage wetland biodiversity.  
 
6. The overall goal of the project was the sustainable management of natural resources to 
protect globally significant biodiversity and to promote economic development. The expected 
outcome was to protect the natural resources of the Sanjiang Plain wetlands and their 
watersheds (biodiversity, water, forests) from continued threats, and promote their sustainable 
use through the integrated conservation and development of selected wetlands and forest areas 
of the Sanjiang Plain and the improved well-being of local communities. The project was 
designed on the need to integrate sustainable environmental management strategies with rural 
economic development. The project focused on six high biodiversity value pilot nature reserves, 
and their watersheds, with a view of developing a model framework that can be replicated 
across the Sanjiang Plain. The project comprised five components: (i) watershed management; 
(ii) wetland nature reserve management; (iii) alternative livelihood programs; (iv) education and 
capacity building, and; (v) project management.  
 
7. Watershed Management. This component aimed to address the threat to wetlands 
caused by competition for water resources and the modified water balance in the Sanjiang 
Plain. Sub-components focused on: improved forest management and reforestation in 
watersheds to increase water retention; local water resource management within wetland nature 
reserves, and; improved water resource planning including water allocation for the wetlands and 
integration into wider basin plans.  
 
8. Wetland Nature Reserve Management. This component aimed to reverse the long-
term trend of wetland conversion and habitat degradation, thereby enhancing biodiversity 
protection in the nature reserves. Activities included: improving conservation management 
practices; farmland-to-wetland conversion and wetland restoration initiatives; wildlife species 
recovery support, and; reduction of wetland resource exploitation.  
 
9. Alternative Livelihoods. This component planned to provide sustainable alternative 
livelihoods to households impacted by activities converting farmland to designated forests or 
wetlands. Subcomponents included: agroforestry and non-timber forestry products (NTFP); land 
compensation, and; ecotourism.  
 
10. Education and Capacity Building. This component focused on addressing root causes 
of wetland over-exploitation in the nature reserves through increasing community knowledge 
and awareness and improving the capacity of nature reserve staff. Subcomponents included: 
conservation education in schools; public awareness of wetland conservation, and; wetland 
management training of nature reserve staff.  
 
11. The project cost at appraisal was equivalent to $55.55 million—comprising $9.41 million 
in foreign exchange costs (17%) and $46.14 in local currency costs (83%). The ADB loan was 
to finance $15.00 million (27%); while the GEF committed to contribute a grant of $12.14 million 



3 
 

(22%). Government counterpart funds from the Heilongjiang Provincial Government (HPG) were 
the equivalent of $24.37 million (44%); while the county government contributed $4.04 million 
(7%). ADB approved its loan by 14 March 2005.  
 
D. Major Findings of Previous Evaluations  

12. The PPER will examine the findings and recommendations of available evaluation 
documentation, including the 2013 ADB Project Completion Report (PCR) and 2014 GEF 
Terminal Evaluation, the 2014 ADB Project Validation Report (PVR), the 2007 ADB Country 
Assistance Program Evaluation (CAPE) for the PRC, the 2007 ADB Special Evaluation Study 
(SES) on ADB-GEF co-financed projects: Performance and Process Evaluations, the 2010 MOF 
Mid-term evaluation and the 2009 UNDP-GEF Terminal Evaluation of the project Wetland 
Biodiversity Conservation and Sustainable Use in China. These findings were used to help 
develop and refine the evaluation framework.  
 
13. In the PCR and PVR, the following were amongst the key findings identified: 

 The PVR largely confirmed the PCR findings. Overall, both rated the project as 
successful based on ADB evaluation criteria.  

 The PCR viewed the project highly relevant, effective, efficient and most likely 
sustainable. The PVR concurred with these ratings except for the sustainability rating 
which was viewed as likely to be sustainable.  

 Project implementation was initially delayed by 16 months from the appraisal date, due 
to project financing issues, which resulted in an 18 month extension on the closing date. 
The financial and economic analyses indicated a highly efficient project, however, the 
delays reflected process inefficiencies – overall, therefore, the project was rated efficient.   

 The project goal to remove eight key globally threatened species from the IUCN list of 
endangered to vulnerable species (one species was removed from the list as of 31 
October 2013) was problematic because these species rely on other habitats outside the 
PRC and therefore require global efforts and monitoring above and beyond the project 
scope. Some of the outcome performance indicators were also problematic due to a lack 
of consistency in monitoring methods, lack of data and insufficient baseline data during 
project preparation. These points leave open to question the ability to monitor the 
project’s long-term impact and sustainability.  

 Nonetheless, the PCR reported successfully increased upland forest cover, restored 
degraded wetlands, improved wetland hydrology, increased incomes of affected 
households, undertaken wetland conservation education and established wetland 
management capacity. In addition, the project outputs have been adopted by HPG 
beyond the project sites to six additional nature reserves.  

 The project demonstrated that wetland restoration combined with proper development of 
alternative livelihoods (including eco-tourism and use of NTFPs) can deliver both 
wetland protection and maintenance of livelihoods and incomes. 

 The project steering committee (PSC) set up for the project was a good model for these 
types of multidisciplinary projects. It acted effectively as an inter-agency working 
committee with authorization from and representation across multiple sectors including, 
land, water resources, fisheries, agriculture and wetland protection.  

 Technical assistance for capacity development was recommended to strengthen the 
HPG capacity for wetland monitoring and management and to build on the project’s 
achievements.  
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14. The 2007 ADB CAPE for PRC included this project in its assessment. However, while 
acknowledging Sanjiang Plain as logical choice for a wetlands protection project it was too early 
in its implementation to make an evaluation of the project.  
 
15. The 2007 ADB SES on ADB-GEF Co-financed Projects was a two-part study; it 
presented an evaluation of selected ADB-GEF co-financed projects (including the Sanjiang 
Plain Wetlands Protection Project) and a joint evaluation of issues related to processing GEF 
co-financed projects for all the GEF partners. The project was seen as well aligned with the 
PRC’s Farm-to-Forest Program and the PRC’s Biodiversity Conservation Action Plan and 
National Wetland Conservation Plan. The project was also seen as consistent with ADB’s 2003 
country strategy of addressing land and water degradation, and improves on earlier ADB 
approaches by treating wetland protection and water resource management holistically at the 
watershed, rather than at the natural resource site. The study noted that the project was at an 
early stage of implementation, too early to comment on progress, but it did note that 
administrative issues were still being sorted out. It also noted the ambitious nature of the project 
and expressed some concern over the establishment of 19 project implementation units to cover 
six nature reserves and 13 counties that may prove challenging to supervise.  
 
E. Evaluation Scope and Approach 

16. The proposed PPER will examine various aspects of project formulation, design, 
implementation and sustainability, and assess project performance taking into account outcome 
indicators realized since project completion. It will also update the project design and monitoring 
framework, identified in the PCR, and evaluate the project according to IED PPER guidelines 
using the evaluation criteria of: (i) relevance; (ii) effectiveness; (iii) efficiency (iv) sustainability, 
and; (iv) impact. The table in Appendix 1 below outlines the main evaluation questions to be 
considered under these criteria.  
 
17. IED and MOF will work together jointly to prepare one evaluation report following IED 
guidelines and coordination. The PPER will be founded on an evidence base of primary and 
secondary data and prepared in accordance to IED guidelines for preparing PPER for public 
sector operations. The PPER will include: a desk review of relevant project information; 
discussions with project staff from EAER and the PRC Resident Mission, and; discussions with 
government agencies, project beneficiaries and other stakeholders.  
 
F. Data Sources 

18. The desk study element will focus on secondary data sources including, inter alia: (i) 
ADB policies and strategies (CPSs, Strategy 2020, Safeguards Policy, Environmental Directions 
2013-2020, etc.); (ii) PRC policies and strategies (10th, 11th and 12th Five-Year Plans, 
Heilongjiang Provincial Government (HPG) policies on wetland conservation, water resources 
management, agriculture and forestry management; (iii) GEF policies and strategies; (iv) Project 
documentation including the PPTA, the RRP, appraisal reports, back to office reports, midterm 
review, ADB PCR and Government PCR, GEF Terminal Evaluation; (v) data and information 
from related projects such as the UNDP-GEF Wetland Biodiversity Conservation and 
Sustainable Use in China project and the ADB 2013 CDTA PRC: Strengthening Capacity for 
Wetland Protection for Sanjiang Plain (vi) available evaluation evidence (e.g. PVR 2014, PRC 
CAPE 2007).  
 
19. An Independent Evaluation Mission (IEM) undertaken jointly with IED and MOF will take 
place over approximately 10 working days in June 2015. Primary data will be collected during 
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the IEM through direct observation, interviews with key informants and a targeted survey of 
resettled communities. The objective of the survey is to evaluate how the project has impacted 
on resettled communities, assess the impact on their livelihoods and evaluate the long term 
sustainability of the alternative livelihoods provided by the project. Recent key ecological (forest, 
wetland habitat and bird related) monitoring data collected since project completion and relevant 
to the project outcomes and outputs will be requested from HPG to examine the project’s long 
term sustainability and impact.  
 
G. Tentative Schedule and Resources 

20. The evaluation will be carried out according to the following schedule: 
 

Activity Provisional Milestone 

Agreement on Joint Evaluation Scope and Process Week II April 2015 

Approval of the Evaluation Approach Paper Week I May 2015 

Finalize desk review Week II May 2015 

Joint Field Mission in PRC Week II-III June 2015 

Preparation of Draft PPER July 2015 

Draft PPER for Interdepartmental and Government review Week I August 2015 

Draft for Editor Review  Week IV August 2015 

Final Draft for approval by Director General, IED Week I September 2015 

Visit by MOF in ADB HQ to debrief on joint evaluation exercise Week II September 2015 

 
21. IED and the MOF will field a team for the Independent Evaluation Mission. The IED team 
will comprise (i) IED Team Leader, Evaluation Specialist, (ii) IED Senior Evaluation Officer, (iii) 
an international consultant with extensive experience in wetlands, biodiversity and protected 
areas management and evaluation methods and process; and (ii) a national consultant with 
experience in natural resource management, resettlement and alternative livelihoods 
development with extensive experience in conducting focus group discussions and household 
surveys.  
 
H. Dissemination of Findings 

22. Upon approval of the report, the findings will be disseminated through IED’s website, 
social media, and presentation at appropriate knowledge sharing events within and outside 
ADB.  
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EVALUATION MATRIX: KEY PPER QUESTIONS 
 

Criteria Specific Evaluation Questions/Indicators Data Sources  

I. Project Performance 

Relevance Policies and Strategies: 

 Is the project consistent with the Government of the PRC and the Heilongjiang 
Provincial Government’s (HPG) strategies, policies and plans? In particular how 
compatible is the project with strategies, policies and plans in the forestry, agriculture 
and water resources sectors? 

 Is the project in line with ADB and the Global Environmental Facility’s (GEF) policies 
and strategies? 

 Assess ex-ante and ex-post relevance. Are the original objectives still relevant at the 
time of evaluation? Have significant changes in the project context or ADB policies 
been retrofitted to the design? 

Design and Formulation: 

 Was the rationale for this project based on sound science and understanding of these 
wetland habitats, their ecosystem services and their interrelationships with key species 
(especially birds), and their relationships with local communities and their livelihoods? 

 Were lessons learnt, from similar projects on wetlands in the PRC and other developing 
member country (DMCs), used to inform the project design in the appraisal report? 
Was the appraisal report consistent with the TA report? 

 Was the project design adequate to achieve its objectives, and did it take adequate 
account of wider water resources management issues (e.g. river basin management, 
flood risk management), agricultural policies, forest policies and upland natural 
resources management practices? 

 Was the design and monitoring framework (DMF) adequate to address identified 
challenges for Sanjiang Plain Wetlands and were the project outcomes and outputs 
measurable and achievable within the project timeframe? 

 Was the project design flexible enough to adapt to emerging challenges? 

 Were project risks identified during appraisal sufficiently mitigated in the design (e.g., 
government/EA reorganization, low capacities, slow release/lack of counterpart funds, 
resettlement complexity, gender considerations, extended time and resources to meet 
safeguard requirements) 

Beneficiaries, Stakeholders and Ownership: 

 Were the project’s beneficiaries appropriately targeted and were their specific needs 
accommodated in the project design? 

MRM report 
SRC meeting report 
RRP 
Loan Agreement 
Grant Agreement 
BTORs 
Mid-term reviews 
MOF Mid-term evaluation 
Project Completion 
Report 
PCR Validation Report 
CAPE/CPS Final Review 
Validations 
Field observations during 
IEM 
Interviews 
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Criteria Specific Evaluation Questions/Indicators Data Sources  

 To what extent where stakeholders – including the Government, executing agencies, 
service providers and the expected beneficiaries – involved in the design of the project, 
and what was their sense of ownership? 

Effectiveness The project outcome was to achieve an integrated conservation and development model to 
protect resources of the Sanjiang Plain wetlands and their watersheds (biodiversity, water 
forests) from continued threats, and to improve well-being of local communities. 
General achievement of objectives: 

 To what extent were the project outputs and outcomes achieved as indicated in the 
DMF? 

 What factors contributed to the achievement, or otherwise, of the expected outputs and 
outcomes? 

 What were the wider relevant policy interventions by the PRC and HPG Government 
since project appraisal and how have they impacted on the project’s effectiveness? 

Environmental objectives: 

 Given that some of the outcome performance indicators were problematic, particularly 
concerning metrics for wetlands and bird species, what alternative or intermediary 
indicators and targets can be developed to effectively monitor the project’s impact? 

 To what extent was an integrated conservation and development model effectively 
developed and replicated beyond the project sites?  

 Are water allocations to wetlands being integrated into wider river basin and water 
resources planning? 

Livelihood objectives: 

 Where long-term sustainable alternative livelihoods established for resettled 
communities? 

 To what extent are the three ecotourism projects developed under the project 
economically and environmentally sustainable? 

 What were the roles of stakeholders in project implementation and what was the level 
of community participation? 

 Were the actual project beneficiaries consistent with those targeted in the design 
phase? To what extent were the targeted beneficiaries’ needs addressed by the 
project?  

RRP 
Loan Agreement 
Grant Agreement 
BTORs 
Mid-term reviews 
MOF Mid-term evaluation 
Project Completion 
Report 
PCR Validation Report 
 
Project Management 
Office (PMO) and Project 
Implementation Unit 
(PIU) documentation 
 
New data collected since 
project completion 
 
Field observations and 
interviews during IEM 
Key informant interviews 
Focus group discussions 
 
Survey of resettled 
communities 
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Criteria Specific Evaluation Questions/Indicators Data Sources  

Efficiency Project Efficiency: 

 How well were the project’s resources used in achieving the expected outcomes?  

 How does the re-estimated EIRR compare with EIRR done at time of appraisal?  

 Were the economic and financial analyses done correctly with regard to their 
assumptions, data and calculations? 

Process Efficiency: 

 What were the factors of economic and process level efficiency that contributed to the 
16 month delay at the start of project implementation? 

 What could HPG, ADB and GEF have done differently to mitigate against such delays? 

 Did the established project management system enhance project efficiency?  

 Were the PMO and PIUs sufficiently staffed with the requisite balance of technical and 
management skills? Did they function efficiently? Were their responsibilities clear?  

 Did effective communications channels operate between the PMO, PIU and HPG? 

RRP 
Loan/Grant Agreement 
BTORs 
Mid-term reviews 
MOF Mid-term evaluation 
Project Completion 
Report 
PCR Validation Report 
Project Management 
Office (PMO) and Project 
Implementation Unit 
(PIU) documentation 
Key informant interviews 

Sustainability Management and coordination sustainability: 

 Was an exit strategy prepared for the project and agreed upon by the key partners? 

 What inter-agency coordination arrangements have been put in place after project 
completion? Are they working efficiently, effectively and sustainably? 

 Are the implementing agency and supporting organizations sufficiently resourced to 
continue the program of wetland protection? 

Environmental Sustainability: 

 Are the water needs (quantity and quality) of the study wetlands being met together 
with adequate protection of habitats and species?  

 How were the project outputs utilized in nature reserves beyond the six project sites? 

 Have the identified monitoring training deficits (wetland habitat and bird species in 
particular) been remedied and how is the training program being implemented?  

Livelihood Sustainability: 

 What continuity mechanisms are in place to maintain support for alternative livelihood 
development? 

 Has the local communities’ perceptions of the need for wetland protection changed? 
Financial Sustainability: 

 How are post-project activities being financed?  

 Are the economic activities promoted by the project (e.g. ecotourism and NTFPs) 
generating economic profits or losses (net of subsidies)? What is their likely resilience 
to future shocks?  

Project Completion 
Report 
PCR Validation Report 
Project Management 
Office (PMO) and Project 
Implementation Unit 
(PIU) documentation 
Field observations and 
interviews during IEM 
Key informant interviews 
Focus group discussions 
Survey 
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Criteria Specific Evaluation Questions/Indicators Data Sources  

II. Institutional Development 

Institutional 
Development 

 What institutional changes (regional and national) occurred during the project lifetime 
and how did they impact on the project outcomes? 

 Did the institutional and behavioral changes, expected at design stage, occur to ensure 
scaling up of project outputs?  

 Has the PSC being maintained after project completion? If not, what alternative 
mechanism is in place to foster inter-agency cooperation and synergy? 

Project Completion 
Report 
PCR Validation Report 
PMO and PIU 
documentation 
Field observations and 
interviews during IEM 
Key informant interviews 
Focus group discussions 
 

Impact Environmental Impact: 

 Were globally significant species protected and economic development sustained 
through improved management of natural resources? 

 How can the project contribute to tracking and monitoring the conservation status of 
eight key globally threatened species in the Sanjiang Plain? Have any species 
subsequently being removed from the IUCN red list? 

 To what extent has the integrated conservation and development model for wetlands 
scaled up beyond the project sites?  

Livelihood Impacts: 

 Are the alternative livelihoods developed and adopted by the resettled communities 
seen as realistic long-term options? 

 How has the nature of poverty in the impacted communities changed in response to the 
project and what are the long term prospects? 

 Have environmental and social safeguard risks been mitigated/avoided? 
Wider and Unintended Impacts: 

 How has the project impacted on overall management of the Sanjiang Plain 
ecosystem? Has the project contributed to wider awareness of the required global 
efforts to protect these wetlands and their species? 

 Did the project contribute to restoring the wetlands wider ecosystem services, e.g. flood 
mitigation, pollution control, carbon storage? 

 Were there any innovative aspects to either project design or implementation that 
contributed to better project efficiency, effectiveness and overall impact? 

 How might a second phase of the project build on the project successes and address 
its identified deficiencies?  

Project Completion 
Report 
New project data 
collected since project 
completion 
Survey of resettled 
communities 
Key informant interviews 
Focus group discussions 



10 
 

Criteria Specific Evaluation Questions/Indicators Data Sources  

III. Other Assessments 

ADB 
Performance 
(quality at 
entry and 
supervision) 

Quality at Entry: 

 Did ADB mobilize sufficient technical expertise in the project design? 

 Was the design process participatory? Did it take into the concerns and needs of local 
government and local communities? 

 Were lessons learnt from previous independent evaluations and PCRs incorporated 
into the project design? 

Supervision: 

 What was the performance of ADB procurement supervision and disbursements? 

 Did ADB (and the Government) take the initiative to suitably modify project design (if 
required) during implementation in response to any changes in circumstance or 
emerging opportunities?  

 Was prompt action taken to ensure the timely implementation of recommendations 
from BTORs, including the mid-term review and resolve any implementation 
bottlenecks? 

 What was the role and performance of the resident mission? How was the relationship 
between headquarters and the resident mission? 

Project Completion 
Report 
PCR Validation Report 
Project Management 
Office (PMO) and Project 
Implementation Unit 
(PIU) documentation 
Field observations and 
interviews during IEM 
Key informant interviews 
 

Borrower 
Performance 
(quality of 
preparation, 
implementation 
and M&E)  

Quality of Preparation: 

 Was the government (national and provincial) actively involved in the design?  

 Did they initiate any modifications in response to changing circumstances or 
opportunities? 

 Has adequate staffing/resource given for project management? 
Implementation and M&E: 

 Have the flow of funds and procurement procedures been suitable for ensuring timely 
implementation? 

 Have counterpart funds been provided adequately and on time? 

 Did Government ensure adequate coordination of the national agencies? And between 
national and provincial levels? 

 Has the HPG put in place an effective M&E system and does it generate information on 
performance and impact that is useful for project management to take decisions? 

 Have loan covenants and the spirit of the loan agreement been followed? 

 Has government contributed to planning an exit strategy and make arrangements for 
continued funding of certain activities? 

Project Completion 
Report 
PCR Validation Report 
Project Management 
Office (PMO) and Project 
Implementation Unit 
(PIU) documentation 
Field observations and 
interviews during IEM 
Key informant interviews 
Focus group discussions 

 


