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TECHNICAL ADVISORS AS BROKERS: TRANSLATING GENDER EQUALITY AND 

HUMAN RIGHTS POLICIES AND VALUES INTO PRACTICE IN THE WATER 

SECTOR IN NEPAL 

Pamela White and Juho Haapala 

 

ABSTRACT 

How are development policies, prepared by donors, translated to practice in different 

social settings? Many modalities are used but we consider bilateral projects to be a 

conduit for value change and sustainable development. Our case concerns two bilateral 

projects with Nepali and international technical advisors. The article discusses the 

complex scenario technical advisors must tread to broker policy ideals into practice. They 

must respect the intentions and regulatory and normative frameworks of the donor and 

recipient governments, and the local cultures and realities of the local governments and 

villagers they work with. At the same time, they promote value change in support of gender 

equality and human rights. This also raises the question of whose values count – those of 

the donor, Nepalese Government, local participants or the advisors? We argue that 

technical assistance has an indispensable role in facilitating sustainable, equitable, and 

inclusive rural development outcomes in socio-culturally difficult operational 

environments. 

 

Key Words: Development Cooperation; Technical Advisors; Gender Equality; Social Inclusion; 

Rural Water Supply; Human Rights; Nepal; Brokers 
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INTRODUCTION  

Our case concerns two bilateral projects involving Nepali and international technical advisors 

(TA). This article addresses the sometimes invisible role of TA, against their significance for 

implementation and intervention realities. In particular, we ask how the guidelines of 

development cooperation – outlined in countless documents and agreements (in this case Finnish 

and Nepali) - can be successfully applied?  

 

Donors have expectations of what will be achieved with their money. These include explicit 

physical targets but often implicit changes in values. In any development context there will be a 

plethora of values – there are the official positions of the donor, the national government and line 

ministries, project and local government. Within each group are individuals, with their own life 

experiences, cultural and political standpoints, gender, caste, ethnicity and personality.  

 

So another point of contention is ‘whose values count’? Should the values and cultural norms of 

the most powerful members of the local community prevail, even if this limits the human rights 

of the disadvantaged and maintains the status quo? Or is it valid for a project, in the hands of TA, 

to take a stand and implement development policy? There has been little research on the 

bricolage processes involved at community level, and how projects could choose what aspects to 

emphasise and facilitate. 

 

One of the key methods to provide technical assistance in bilateral development cooperation is to 

contract TA to work in projects (via consulting companies). Yet, there is little literature dealing 

with the specific experience and knowledge technical advisors need to turn policy into practice, 

and they are notably absent from the Finnish development policies and documents. One of our 

Finnish respondents joked that ‘consultants are the bastard children of development – no one 
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wants to acknowledge them!’ (C4). In this article we consider the role that advisors play as 

brokers - finding a practical solution between the potentially divergent agendas of the donor and 

recipient governments, and water users on the ground.  

 

We ask the question: What is the role the technical advisors play in the case study project 

implementation, particularly in relation to the realisation in practice of the stated project values - 

human rights, gender equality and social inclusion? 

 

We will start by describing the projects’ context, present our approach and methodology, and 

consider the relevant literature. We will then discuss the role of TA in Nepal brokering 

behaviour change (in particular with regard to gender equality), as well as examples of the ‘no 

TA’ situation. We finish with a discussion on whose values count. 

 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

Since 1989, Finland and Nepal have supported bilateral, grant-funded water projects – rural 

water supply, sanitation, or the broader topic of water resources management for productive use. 

The two current water projects are implemented in 24 of the 75 districts (now restructured) in 

western and far west Nepal. They have broad coverage, both geographically and over time. The 

projects are embedded in local government planning and management systems, but with 

international and Nepali advisors (contracted by consulting companies) providing technical 

expertise for planning, capacity and approach development, and monitoring.  

 

Finnish bilateral cooperation began in Nepal in 1989, and in the start, most of the scheme 

construction was done by the project TA themselves. By 1995, the process had developed, based 
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on lessons learned (and changing understanding of development management). Specifically, a 

district water supply and sanitation fund was established (supporting decentralised management), 

and funds and management control were channelled through water user committees – at the time, 

a new concept. In addition, a gender strategy was introduced, extensive capacity building 

provided at community level, and a Step-By-Step process (SBS) established for water scheme 

planning and construction guidance. (RWSSSP, 2005) 

 

There are now two on-going projects, built on these antecedents. The Rural Water Supply and 

Sanitation Project in Western Nepal Phase II (RWSSP-WN) focuses on rural water supply and 

sanitation. The purpose is ‘to ensure the poorest and excluded households’ rights to access safe 

and sustainable domestic water, good health and hygiene through a decentralised governance 

system’ (project document, www.rwsspwn.org.np). The Rural Village Water Resources 

Management Project (RVWRMP) in the far west of Nepal carries out rural development via 

water resources management. Water use here is considered to include a broader scope than just 

water and sanitation, encompassing agriculture, cooperatives, renewable energy and irrigation. 

The purpose is ‘to achieve universal access to basic WASH services, and improved livelihoods 

with establishment of functional planning and implementation frameworks for all water users 

and livelihoods promotion in the project area’ (project document, www.rvwrmp.org.np). In other 

words, both have strongly stated, value based aims to influence the local governance systems via 

rights-based approaches. 

 

Rural Nepal is a multidimensional environment, characterised by extreme poverty, remoteness, 

rugged terrain and difficult access, food insecurity, water scarcity, and low human capabilities. 

Conflict, climate change and a huge diversity of participants (caste, ethnicity, language, religion, 

etc.) make this a difficult location to live and work. Water is one of the most basic necessities for 

local people.  

http://www.rwsspwn.org.np/
http://www.rvwrmp.org.np/
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Both projects have a relatively traditional bilateral project set-up, with a team of Nepali and 

international advisors and staff, working with the Nepalese local government structure. Local 

facilitators are recruited to support the project implementation at community level. They form 

the majority of project personnel; while the TA constitute the solid core of skilled specialists, 

who plan, organise and supervise the project activities. The TA work on technical issues (such as 

good quality design, supervision and monitoring of the water schemes) and social issues. They 

develop institutional capacities through training, guiding and insisting on application of project 

rules and the SBS approach. The SBS is a participatory, interactive planning and implementation 

process, focused on the User Committees, which includes application of strict financial rules to 

ensure quality procurement of materials, good governance and transparency. It also gives 

technical and process advice on the implementation process from scheme planning to post-

construction operation and maintenance. This includes rules on quotas for women’s participation 

at all stages, training plans and materials, etc. 

 

Finnish Development Policy (MFA 2012, 2016) emphasises human rights, anti-corruption, and 

support for minorities as a framework for development cooperation. Gender equality and 

enhancing the role of women in development are important cross-cutting issues within Finnish 

Development Policy. In addition there is an expectation that Nepali guidelines, such as the Water 

Sector Development Plan, and the National Sanitation and Hygiene Master Plan, are applied at 

local level in water activities. Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) policies and 

processes have been developed by Nepalese government ministries, however they less apparent 

in action in local government operations.  

 

The two projects have developed a Human Rights Based Approach and Gender Equality and 

Social Inclusion (HRBA and GESI) Strategy and Action Plan (RWSSPWN, 2015). The aim is to 
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identify entry points to trigger adoption of practices that lead to increased and equitable access to 

opportunities, resources and meaningful participation in decision-making, particularly for 

women, the poor and socially excluded (extending beyond the project activities). It also supports 

the implementation of the United Nations Right to Water and Sanitation (UN, 2010), signed by 

Nepal. These policies, approaches and strategies set the collective value-basis for the project 

operations in practice.  

 

 

APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY 

Approach 

 

This article reflects some of the key research on bricolage and brokerage, and the application of 

policy by TA in the case settings. We consider the role of development projects in general, and 

the Finland-Nepal water projects specifically. We put a special focus on human rights, gender 

equality and social inclusion, and equitable community participation – and the role of technical 

assistance in translating these principles into practice. 

 

We argue that all the actors in the implementation chain – from donor ministry and embassy, 

consulting company, international and national TA, community level facilitators and even 

community – play a dual role. In Figure 1, we have placed TA in the middle role, as this is the 

focus of our article, but other actors could also be in this position. TA receive facilitation and 

respond to guidance and orders from above, while providing continuous empirical learning, 

innovations and feedback to the policy level. At the same time they provide facilitation, guidance 

and control to those below them, while learning from experience and receiving feedback from 

below. This is a process of translation or bricolage, whereby theoretical constructs or models are 
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made real through practice, and are adapted to suit the local situation (Behrends et al, 2014; 

Cleaver, 2012; Mosse, 2005). In our case, technical assistance staff must tread a complex role 

between respecting the intentions of the donor and recipient governments; and the local cultures 

and realities of the local setting, while brokering a change.  

 

 

Figure 1. Technical Assistance as Dual Role Actors (developed by the authors) 

 

Methods 

The study relies on research focusing on ‘aidnography’ (ethnography of aid), translation or 

bricolage of models to new settings; institutional models; as well as research on gender studies. 

In addition, we draw on data collected in the case study projects during the long presence in the 

field by the researchers.  
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We use case study methodology, focusing on two examples of the ‘with TA’ case and discuss the 

implications, citing examples of the ‘without TA case’ or ‘minimalist intervention TA case’. The 

dependent variable is the degree to which the policies of the donor are put into practice, while 

the independent variable is the presence or absence of TA. This is not, however, an impact 

evaluation. 

 

For specific empirical evidence, the lead author carried out taped semi-structured interviews with 

TA and donor representatives in Finland, selected based on their long experience with bilateral 

development projects and policy making. Interviews were conducted with 12 Ministry for 

Foreign Affairs of Finland (MFA) and embassy staff, and 14 TA (though some had served in 

both roles). Interviews explored the role of TA vis-à-vis the MFA and local stakeholders, and the 

institutional elements controlling their work (as well as other aid actors). The interviews were 

coded to extract key themes. In addition, field interviews were conducted by both authors 

between 2010 and 2018 with many local government staff and community beneficiaries in 

Western and Far West Nepal in the project working areas; and international and local project 

staff. In these interviews we discussed development modalities and TA. We compared project 

and non-project scenarios, the means of transferring policy to practice, and particularly the role 

of the advisors. Project reports, memos, blogs and other data complemented the interviews.  

 

One of the authors currently works for a Finnish consulting company, managing both the Nepali 

water projects, and at times, implementing short term consultancies. Therefore she is an insider. 

This gives her access to information on development cooperation processes and local actors, but 

naturally runs the risk of influencing her judgement. The other author was a doctoral researcher 

at the time of writing. He has carried out field research in both projects for nine months 
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altogether, but he is independent of them. Therefore, he brings an external viewpoint to the 

studied projects, and hopefully limits potential bias.   

 

TECHNICAL ADVISORS IN ACADEMIC LITERATURE  

For many years donors avoided projects and technical assistance altogether, preferring to provide 

financial support directly, but in the last decade there has been waning enthusiasm of donor 

governments for budget support, for many reasons (Odén and Wohlgemuth, 2011). There has 

been a realisation that technical skills are needed if the donor has an interest to see their policies 

implemented. Naturally, whether this is the best way to do development has been the subject of 

considerable debate, but we do not deal with that here.  

 

We use the terms ‘brokering’, ‘co-production’, ‘translating’ and ‘facilitating bricolage’ 

throughout the article. They convey a similar idea, with some difference of emphasis and power. 

Some researchers have described the role of TA in translating policy to practice (eg. Mosse, 

2005; Olivier de Sardan, 2005; Gibson et al, 2005; Mayer, 2017). These voices understand TA as 

active, expert actors with varying contextual understandings and critical perspectives to 

development, and complex personal motivations.  

 

Brokers can be considered to be bridges or intermediaries of knowledge, ideas and practices. 

This can include top-down or bottom-up simple transfers, or more nuanced development of 

capacities in a local setting and relationship building. Mosse (2005) notes that as brokers of 

development policy, TA must be concerned as much with building and maintaining coherent 

meanings and representations as with the more traditional functional roles that might be 

supposed by their Terms of Reference. He also described the role of TA mediating at the 



10 

 

interface between project operations and donor policy, interpreting each to the other. We 

consider that the TA of our case study projects clearly take this role. 

 

Wilson (2007) discussed the changing role of technical cooperation over the years, moving from 

the idea of top-down knowledge transfer, to capacity building and finally innovation and co-

production. He argued that now advisors serve ‘not only as a resource for learning ‘from’ other 

stakeholders, but also for creating new knowledge ‘with’ them’. (p. 196). This can be clearly 

seen in the change in water cooperation in Nepal and elsewhere, from the early days of 

construction by the team, to community-based management now. 

 

Behrends et al (2014) consider how ideas, knowledge or techniques come to a new setting. 

‘Translating models means that they travel by being conveyed, carried, picked up, called for and 

interpreted by various actors or – as we will call them – mediators.’ (p.2) However the model 

cannot be assumed to operate in the same way within a different social setting and ‘rationality’.  

Hence it cannot be assumed, as we discuss later in this article, that a development model from 

another country can be transplanted smoothly. Tandon (2010) described how capacity 

development, if it genuinely aims to reach the marginalised, ‘involves the bumping together and 

shifting of power relations and practices that have hitherto been accepted as “the way things 

are”’.’ (p.94). He stresses that it is impossible for practitioners to avoid taking some sort of 

stand, when planning and implementing activities. We argue in this article that this is the role of 

the TA in the two projects. 

 

Cleaver (2012) also considers the way models or institutional arrangements are reshaped via 

bricolage, involving a do-it-yourself institutional development by the local community, water 

committee or other organisation (though not without risk). This can be deliberately facilitated by 

TA, or can happen unintentionally. Haapala et al (2016) looked at the way this happened in 


















































