Tips for Country Directors on Local USAID Missions
Draft 29 Nov 06 – FHUS/DC

The following people collaborated on this document:  Tom Davis, MPH (Director of Health Programs, Food for the Hungry, Inc.), Keith Wright, (Country Director, FH/Kenya, and Former Director of Food Security, Food for the Hungry, Inc.), Daniel Zeidan (Director of Food Security, Food for the Hungry, Inc.).

It is important to do your homework.  Every mission has a 5 year strategic plan that they are responsible to achieve.  As a result their interests and definitely funding will follow that plan. Before going into a meeting with a mission, study the strategic plan and be prepared to discuss areas of intersection between FH’s competencies and plans and the USAID strategic plan for the country.

Also, do some homework on who the currently funded NGO partners are and what they are doing – look for niches or developing opportunities that aren’t redundant to what everyone else is doing. This is particularly helpful in relief/transitional contexts where hard core relief agencies get hooked on years of the same activities and miss emerging trends.

Also, be prepared to do most of the talking.  For fields where USAID is new to us the most important outcome will be some respect by the mission rep for FH and our potential in that country.  Achieving that will be done by presenting sound ideas for activities (that are consistent with the strategic plan) and specifically referencing competencies with USAID programs, preferably in the same region.

A successful strategy for us as well has been doing excellent assessments that demonstrate our knowledge of the situation as well as quality of work.  In Uganda that helped us secure our first OFDA grant; in DRC is convinced USAID of our ability to handle Title II.  This follows initial meetings with USAID in DC and the mission as we need some hope in a return on investment but is still on the front end of the process.

Relationships are huge in the relationship with the mission.  Occasional meetings will net much more than one off requests for funding.  A good example is Uganda.  We started with one meeting at the mission and worked on that for over a year.  Four submissions later and lots of meetings we started our first OFDA program and are now being considered for Title II.

Here are a few ideas regarding guidance to fields on meeting with USAID missions:

a. When you meet with a mission, even if there’s not a specific Request for Application (RFA) or Request for Proposal (RFP) (documents the government agency issues when they want to announce a funding opportunity) be ready to present your best results from some of your projects (e.g., health results to the health and population people).  You cannot take laptops and project equipment into some USAID missions, so find out about that ahead of time.  If not, you can still full-page slides into a flipbook and go through that with the USAID rep.  Keep your presentation to less than ten minutes, less than five if you have a short meeting scheduled.  Give them a copy of the slides as a handout (e.g., three per page) to leave with them.  Be sure to prominently display the organizational name and logo on the first page and have and use a descriptive title that will remind them of what the presentation is on – they get a lot of those.  Exchange business cards.  

b. Be sure to introduce yourself to the secretary/administrative assistant of the person at USAID with whom you are meeting with and get to know a little bit about him/her.  They are sometimes the gatekeepers to that person’s time, and might be able to get you in (if you know them better) when you need to see them quickly.  They sometimes give you important information, too, that others do not get.

c. Ask around at other organizations about who you should be meeting with at the USAID mission – who they meet with for a given need.  Sometimes you can be meeting with someone who works in a given area at USAID, but people in other organizations will say – “you don’t need to be meeting with Dr. X – you should be meeting with Dr. Y – he’s the decision maker.”  If USAID recommends that you meet with a specific person, meet with that person at first.  But then try to set up a separate meeting with the other person who is the decision maker.  Or try to meet with them in the same meeting.

d. If you are planning to use a specific model or tools (in the future) that have been used in other countries by FH, present on those tools (e.g., Institutional Capacity Building (ICB tools and curricula, Positive Deviance/Hearth, QIVCs
, Barrier Analysis, Motivational Interviewing, HIV/AIDS curricula) or models (e.g., Care Groups) even if you have not used them in your country.  You are not just presenting on what your local FH can do, but what FH can do as an international organization.  Become familiar with the different tools, models, and curricula that FH has used in different fields in your region (a list of these tools, many of which have been developed under an Institutional Capacity Building grant from USAID, is available from the DC office upon request).  For example, we have presented on Care Groups to the USAID/Ethiopia talking about results in Mozambique, and they were impressed (even though Care Groups had not been used in Ethiopia).  The USAID mission is not just looking for you to demonstrate that the local staff members have capacity, but that the international PVO – FH – has capacity.  You are part of a larger organization, so talk about all of our work as if it is your work.  If you need presentation slides on a particular thing, write to FH staff in that country and FH/HQ (WDC GRP office) – we might have something already written up.  Get training on these tools and methods when it’s offered.

e. USE DATA in those presentations (on your local work or work by FH elsewhere).  USAID is not as impressed with activities.  They want to see results (e.g., changes in coverage, impact, changes in behavioral indicators).  If you do not have that sort of data, include money in your grants as you get them to evaluate the work well (e.g., using baseline and final KPC surveys).  If it’s not evaluated, you get very little credit for the work, no matter how good it is.

f. Be ready to explain why FH is more uniquely positioned to respond to a particular need.  They have a lot of partners to choose from – why is FH best positioned (or very well positioned) to respond to the need?  Be sure to mention your contacts with churches and religious institutions, how many churches and religious institutions there are in a given project area, and FH’s ability to mobilize those groups as a strength.  Mention the partners that you have worked with in the past or that you plan to work with in response to a given RFA or RFP.  Mention your work with the government ministries and specific people you have collaborated with.  The more, the better.

g. Be very familiar with the contractors, sectorial groups, and other PVOs/NGOs in your country, what they each do, and where they work.  USAID likes it when it’s evident that you are a team player and know where to find resources.  When it’s clear that an organization is unaware of what’s going on with other players, it makes the organization look smaller and out-of-touch.

h. Network frequently, and write that networking into job descriptions.  (If you don’t, it may never happen – everyone gets busy.)  Make appointments to visit these other potential partners and to share what you are doing with them.  Find out what type of work they may want to partner on in the future, where they work currently, and where they would like to work.  Let them know that they are available for partnering if they see opportunities, what you do well (and that includes what FH does well in other countries and where we have HQ capacity), and where you work.

i. Check in frequently with USAID.  Probably not monthly, but about several times a year.  If you have nothing to present (and don’t always be presenting something to them), go with questions.  Questions could be on current funding opportunities, who is doing the best work in a given technical area (e.g., HIV/AIDS, work with street children) or geographical area, what the country’s government is doing.  It’s like meeting a new person:  Showing that you are interested in their viewpoints and contacts makes them more interested in you.  Don’t only show up when money is available.  Develop a more personal relationship with the representative with whom you should be meeting.
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