EVALUATION BRIEF | APRIL 2022
CONNECTING NORTHERN EL SALVADOR THROUGH ROAD IMPROVEMENTS
High quality roads reduced travel time, but road usage has not met projections

Program Overview

MCC’s $449.6 million El Salvador
Compact (2007-2012) funded the
$268 million Connectivity Project

to build, improve, or rehabilitate 23
bridges and 223 kilometers of road.
The project was based on the theory
that improving road quality would lead
to reduced travel costs and decreased
travel time, leading to increased use of
the road. Increased usage of the road
would then enable communities to
participate more fully in the national
and regional economy.

This evaluation complements the
interim impact evaluation of the
Connectivity Project published in 2016.

MCC commissioned CH2M HILL, Inc. to
conduct an independent final perfor-
mance evaluation of the Connectivity

Project. Full report results and learning:

https://data.mcc.gov/evaluations/in-
dex.php/cataloq/257.

Key Findings
Implementation

>

The project improved 223 kilometers of road, including a few
kilometers of urban access roads and 219 kilometers of the
Northern Transnational Highway, reducing its roughness, and
delivering a fully paved highway.

Construction cost increases, partially due to high commodi-
ty prices, resulted in fewer kilometers being completed than
expected and the cancellation of the Network of Connecting
Roads Activity.

@ Maintenance

>

Using innovative data collection techniques, the Highway was
assessed to be in good condition eight years after construc-
tion. There is evidence of road maintenance on some sections.
The Highway will require a maintenance intervention soon,
but authorization for this work appears unlikely.

Road Usage

>

Travel time along the Northern Transnational Highway from
Guatemala to Honduras was reduced from 17 hours to 6.1
hours.

Conceived as a transnational highway, traffic is yet to fully
materialize and realize the potential of MCC'’s investment.
Some of the remote mountainous sections have lower traffic
volumes than originally expected, and there is no evidence of
diverted traffic.


https://www.mcc.gov/resources/doc/closed-compact-report-el-salvador
https://www.mcc.gov/resources/doc/closed-compact-report-el-salvador
https://assets.mcc.gov/content/uploads/2017/05/ME_Plan_-_SLV_-_V6_-_Sep12.pdf
https://data.mcc.gov/evaluations/index.php/catalog/135
https://data.mcc.gov/evaluations/index.php/catalog/257
https://data.mcc.gov/evaluations/index.php/catalog/257
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Evaluation Questions

This final performance evaluation was designed to answer the following questions:

1. Was the project implemented as planned? 3§, Who is travelling on the road and how

) long does it take to move along key routes?
2. Will investments made under the project & g ey

be adequately maintained? 4. How are benefits from the project
distributed among road users?

Detailed Findings

These findings build upon the interim evaluation report results published in 2016.

Implementation

Infrastructure projects are often plagued
by cost and schedule overruns, and this
unfortunately occurred during imple-
mentation of the Connectivity Proj-

ect. The Ministry of Public Works was
responsible for the engineering design,
which took much longer than expect-

ed. The Salvadoran accountable entity,
FOMILENIO, was responsible for project
implementation and co-ordination.

The Northern Transnational Highway
Activity had to be reduced in length from
291 km to 223 km to avoid cost overruns.
Funds for the Network of Connecting ;
Roads Activity, which was designed to Puente Nuevo Edén Bridge

improve approximately 240 km of ter-

tiary roads, were reassigned to the Highway Activity, which meant cancelling that activity entirely. Final
MCC investment costs for the Highway Activity were double that of initial estimates increasing from $140

million to $268 million.

The roughness of the highway reduced from 10.2 m/km to 2.0 to 2.2 meters/kilometer delivering a fully
paved highway for the first time. The project also built two new bridges over the River Lempa.

@ Maintenance

The Road Conservation Fund (FOVIAL) is a public utility responsible for road maintenance activities in El
Salvador as a second-generation road maintenance provider. FOVIAL is funded through a gas-tax which
is levied at the pump and is ring-fenced for maintenance activities. FOVIAL follows U.S. practices and
policies, and better funding has led to improved road standards.

The evaluation concluded that the Northern Transnational Highway will require a maintenance interven-
tion soon (that is, resurfacing as soon as some road sections show cracking and disintegration close to a
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maintenance tipping point). Without intervention, the condition of the Highway will likely deteriorate.
Based on evidence of maintenance activities, authorization for this work appears unlikely.

Road Usage

Rehabilitation of the Highway led to a
substantial increase in average speeds
which led to a reduction in travel time of
over 10 hours from Guatemala to Hondu-
ras through the Northern Zone. All road
users benefit from higher speeds.

Analysis of the Ministry of Public Works
data showed that traffic volumes remain
low (less than 500 vehicles for the moun-
tainous section) along the Highway,
which is well below traffic forecasts made
during the design phase. There is no

evidence in the analyzed traffic data of di-

Road leaving out of Metapan toward Guachipilin

verted traffic or significant traffic growth,
which were both important components
of the estimated economic benefits.

Three-quarters of traffic along the Northern Transnational Highway comprised private cars or pick-ups,
with pick-ups observed to carry either agricultural produce for market or construction materials. Small-
er two-axle trucks and very few semi-trailer trucks were seen along the Highway, reflecting low levels of
economic activity in what is a mountainous area of El Salvador. Despite the low volumes of traffic, many
residents of the Northern Zone were standing dangerously in the back of trucks or pick-ups, suggesting a
market for travel exists but is yet to be addressed by formal regulated public transport providers.

Economic Rate of Return

MCC considers a 10% economic rate of return (ERR) as the threshold to proceed with investment.

23.9% 0.2%

Original ERR Evaluation-Based ERR
Two factors reduced the ERR:

+ much lower traffic than originally envisioned, including little diverted traffic from other routes,
including the Pan-American Highway, and

+ asubstantial (100 percent) increase in investment costs.
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MCC Learning
Dj Feasibility studies should be completed
before the program implementation
timeline begins.

MCC should question key assumptions
that drive the benefits in the economic
analysis.

g

Evaluation Methods

An interim impact evaluation of the
Connectivity Project was completed in
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m MCC should work with partner countries
to establish a traffic monitoring system
through which the country can collect
reliable estimates of traffic volumes.

There are limitations to conducting final
evaluations eight years after the program
ends.

@

Performance Evaluation -
Modelling (HDM-4)

Road data collected

2016. Those results, along with other
completed transport evaluations, were
used by MCC to produce the Principles
into Practice: Lessons from MCC's Invest-

ments in Roads. To put those lessons into
practice, the final performance evaluation
of the Connectivity Project assessed how
the project affected road users, using the
Highway Development and Management
Model (HDM-4) to model economic
benefits supported by quantitative and
qualitative data collection. The HDM-4
model was calibrated at Level 1 reflecting
local Salvadoran conditions.

Traffic data from N
the Ministry of
Public Works

LT .
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.

Key
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Road
Roughness
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M

HDM-4 is a software package and modeling tool for the
analysis, planning, management and appraisal of road
il Maintenance, improvements and investment decisions.

{ $$ Modelled Transportation Cost Reductions

Datasets in the HDM-4 model were updated to reflect actual investment costs, observed and forecast traffic,
road sections constructed, updated maintenance assumptions and actual road conditions. The HDM-4 mod-
el was then re-run to estimate an ex-post ERR.

Quantitative data collection included a road roughness and road condition study and high-definition videos
of the improved roads, which took place in El Salvador in January 2021. Traffic counts were cancelled due
to COVID-19, so an older dataset from the Ministry of Public Works was used for the analysis as a work-
around.

Qualitative data collection included 14 key informant interviews conducted remotely from November 2020
— January 2021. Secondary data on traffic counts, maintenance budgets, and reports prepared by implement-
ers were also used.

Since the road improvements were completed between 2011 and 2012, the exposure period was approxi-
mately eight years.
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https://www.mcc.gov/resources/doc/issue-brief-principles-practice-roads
https://www.mcc.gov/resources/doc/issue-brief-principles-practice-roads
https://www.mcc.gov/resources/doc/issue-brief-principles-practice-roads

