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The themes evoked by the UKES conference were relevant and timely. The participation of multiple disciplines and of developing countries’ evaluators (thanks to the support of the Department for International Development) added to the quality and legitimacy of the event. 
The unfolding crisis had raised fundamental questions about what evaluation is about. This was familiar territory since evaluators are used to provocative questions and do not shy away from tough diagnostics. Indeed, the variety of intellectual offerings on display exemplified analytical awareness, critical consciousness and a shared intellectual conviction that more than ever evaluation matters. 

While Will Hutton’s keynote address was suffused with well justified outrage, the deliberations of the Conference were characterized by sober determination. Evidently, no one present had given up on the role of evaluation in promoting the public interest. A mood of confidence characterized all the sessions that I attended. 

On the other hand, realism about what evaluation can and cannot do was everywhere on display. Refreshingly, there was broad based recognition that the constraints our profession faces – weak institutional foundations, volatile funding and widespread misunderstanding of what evaluation entails – will not vanish overnight.  

What then did the Conference have to say about learning from the crisis? First and foremost, that the economic doctrines that we took for granted and the traditional modes of policy thinking that we got used to need reconsideration. We will have to forsake the certainties associated with mainstream economics and acknowledge the new realities of risk and uncertainty. They are systemic and deeply embedded in the integrated global system.  

In fact, what struck me is that the downside risks of poorly designed economic strategies have been amplified by inadequate resort to good evaluation.  For example, the current financial crisis can be traced to inept evaluations of mortgage loan applications and faulty risk valuations of exotic financial instruments. 
In this changed context, methodological rigor will not be sufficient to ensure the credibility of evaluations. The design of evaluation governance to guarantee independence, objectivity and “value added” is of critical importance since verifiable truth can only be ascertained through iterative processes that recognize the limits of rationality and contestability processes that take on the power of vested interests. 
Valuing what matters was a dominant theme of the Conference. As Rob Vandenberg stressed, beyond the current financial travails climate change constitutes an irreversible challenge that brings into question the fossil fuel based production and consumption patterns that characterize the current economic order.  
A pragmatic approach was evident everywhere. In assessing impacts, participants argued for a quest for useful, instrumental knowledge – for propositions that help to make things happen. To this end, there was a call for methods that allow us to verify outputs, measure outcomes and assess impacts. But unlike our scientific colleagues participants did not subscribe to the notion of value free knowledge.  
Thus I came away from the Conference with the conviction that making ethical assumptions explicit is critical to the integrity of evaluation processes. 
As evaluators we should give privileged attention to what will make the society work for the benefit of the many rather than the few. We should celebrate the rights of different societies to adopt distinctive definitions of the common good as a basis for collective action. We should promote principled evaluation and the participation all stakeholders so as to make our work legitimate. 
All good evaluation is democratic evaluation. Throwing the light of reason and bringing the weight of evidence to bear on the management of risks constitutes the new agenda for evaluation. Of course, bringing this agenda to life is not a job for just anyone. It requires rigor, independence of mind and courage. These are precisely the dispositions that the Conference had displayed. And this is why I am optimistic about the future of UKES. 
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