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he evaluation of the Country Engagement Strategy (CES) was led by Juan Jose Portillo,

Senior Operations Officer at the Independent Evaluation Office (IEO) of the Global Environ-

ment Facility (GEF) and carried out by a team of consultants from Baastel, including Giovanna
Montagner, Marie-Karin Godbout, Margarita Gonzales, and Othoniel Miranda Garcia, supported by
Alain Lafontaine as quality advisor and Isalyne Couteaux as project manager.

The country case studies were conducted by Marie-Karin Godbout with support from Andre Jon
Uychiaoco (Philippines), Margarita Gonzales (Suriname), Tapologo Radithipa (Lesotho), and Até
Koukou-Tchamba (Togo) under the coordination and oversight of Giovanna Montagner. Francisco
Grahammer, Information Analyst at the GEF IEQ, assisted in the administration of the e-survey.
Camille Lasselin developed the figures, and Nita Congress designed and laid out the publication
and provided editorial quality control.

The evaluation benefited from the oversight and support of Geeta Batra, GEF IEQ Director, and
Fabrizio Felloni, Chief Evaluation Officer, and received valuable input from the GEF Secretariat,
GEF focal points, and other participants in CES activities through interviews, case studies, and an
e-survey. The GEF IEO is grateful to all those who contributed to this report and is solely respon-
sible for its content.
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he Country Engagement Strategy (CES) of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) is a corpo-

rate strategy rolled out in GEF-8 with the purpose of enhancing the capacity of recipient

countries to make informed and impactful strategic decisions on the use of GEF resources
and sustaining their impact toward globally relevant targets, outcomes, impacts, and sustain-
ability. The CES seeks to influence the following outcomes: enhanced country ownership and
empowerment, improved strategic alignment of country portfolios with national and GEF-8 pri-
orities, enhanced visibility of the GEF as a strategic partner at the country level, improved country
portfolio development, improved national policy coherence, and increased coordination at the
country level with other funds. The CES is implemented directly by the GEF Secretariat, with an
allocation of $40.2 million for GEF-8.

The purpose of the present evaluation was to assess the evolution, implementation progress, and
early outcomes of the CES to inform the Eighth Comprehensive Evaluation of the GEF (OPS8) and
the ninth replenishment of the GEF. The evaluation was guided by the following key questions:

® How is the CES an improvement over the Country Support Program (CSP)? To what extent
has it addressed the conclusions and recommendations of the previous evaluation?

® \Whatis the progress to date on CES components as they are combined to provide effective
assistance to countries?

® How does the CES empower and support countries in achieving higher impact?

The evaluation covered the initial implementation of the CES (from October 2022 to January 2025),
globally and in the four regions where the GEF operates: Africa, Asia and Pacific, Europe and Central
Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean. Particular attention was paid to the support provided
to least developed countries (LDCs) and small island developing states (SIDS).

The evaluation used a mixed-methods approach to triangulate quantitative and qualitative data
sources and stakeholder perspectives, including a desk review, a portfolio analysis of CES activi-
ties and outputs, an e-survey, four country case studies, interviews and focus group discussions
with GEF Secretariat staff and country stakeholders, and observation of five CES events.

vii
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Conclusions

As shortcomings identified by the GEF Independent Evaluation Office’s 2021 CSP evaluation have only been
addressed in part, there are still opportunities to improve CES design, management, and accountabil-
ity. The CES brings together preexisting and new country engagement activities under the same
umbrella and takes a more proactive approach to country engagement. This expanded approach
is reflected in a total allocation of $40.2 million, a significant increase over the GEF-7 allocation of
S21 million for the CSP. However, there are still opportunities to improve strategy design; strength
coordinated management within the Secretariat; establish information management, monitoring,
and reporting systems; further diversify the types of support offered to better meet the diverse
needs of GEF stakeholders; improve the timing of national dialogues; and advance collaboration
with other multilateral climate funds at the operational level. As a consequence, the CES's interven-
tion logic is not clearly articulated, and its overall coherence has been affected by the significant
modifications to its scope during implementation. There are missed opportunities to sequence
and tailor activities for greater impact, and there is limited accountability on implementation and
results. These challenges have been exacerbated by the absence of clear leadership and effective
systems for information sharing and collaboration at the operational level.

Progress in implementing the CES was slower than expected at midpoint through GEF-8, and several
activities had yet to start implementation. While 40 percent of the budget allocated for CES imple-
mentation had been committed or disbursed by November 2024, this hides significant differences
across activities, with several of the new CES activities having only recently, or not yet, started.
However, there are indications that implementation of some of these activities has accelerated
in the first half of 2025. The main factors that have hindered the implementation of CES activi-
ties are, on the one hand, the capacities of operational focal points (OFPs) and limited awareness
of demand-based CES activities; and on the other, the restructuring of the GEF Secretariat and
an increased workload for the same staff. Challenges within the GEF mostly affected implemen-
tation of the CES during the first year of GEF-8, especially as multiple integrated program rollout
workshops were delivered, which were not initially planned in the strategy. The rapid rollout of the
Gustavo Fonseca Youth Conservation Leadership Program was enabled by an innovative approach
based on ancillary agreements, which is in the course of being replicated for other CES activities,
such as financial support for GEF OFPs. These agreements enable the Secretariat to work with
intermediary entities to deliver funds to individual beneficiaries.

There are untapped opportunities to harness synergies across activities to increase impact. The CES was
designed as a comprehensive strategy, butits implementation shows shortcomings in that respect,
especially as some of the activities directed to support more sustained stakeholder engagement
have had limited progress so far, and the scope of OFP empowerment activities was reduced to
financial support to GEF OFPs. While implementation of integrated program rollout workshops
was timely to support resource allocation, there are persisting challenges in the timing of national
dialogues and potential synergies between these activities were insufficiently leveraged.

Executive summary

Participation of LDCs in CES activities has been important, but less so for SIDS. Both . DCs and SIDS have
participated in a larger number of activities relative to their representation among all GEF recip-
ient countries, although only a small proportion of national dialogues took place in SIDS. None of
the activities currently under implementation are specifically designed to address the specific
needs of LDCs and SIDS. While nearly half of all survey respondents found that the CES had facili-
tated access to GEF resources, decisions on their use, and their sustained impact to a high or very
high extent, survey respondents from LBCs were more positive than average and survey respon-
dents from SIDS were less positive than average.

When implemented, CES activities make small but important contributions to the strategy’s expected
outcomes. However, progress toward these outcomes is uneven and constrained by the limited
frequency and scope of events. Case studies conducted in four countries (Lesotho, the Philip-
pines, Suriname, and Togo) and interviews conducted in seven countries (Armenia, Azerbaijan,
Ghana, Honduras, Maldives, Thailand, and Uganda) show that, in countries that have benefited
from a range of CES activities, the CES has made valuable contributions to strengthening portfo-
lio development, ensuring alignment of the portfolio with national priorities and GEF-8 objectives,
and enhancing country ownership of the GEF portfolio, including the empowerment of GEF stake-
holders. The CES contribution is modest when it comes to increasing the visibility of the GEF as
a strategic partner, improving national policy coherence, and enhancing coordination with other
funds at the country level. The limited frequency and depth of CES activities for any given country
prevent them from contributing to all CES expected outcomes in each country. While CES activities
are viewed positively in terms of responding to stakeholder needs, more frequent and diversified
capacity building is needed through a mix of in-person activities, virtual training, and outreach.

CES activities have contributed to different extents to supporting country ownership of the GEF portfolio
and empowering stakeholders depending on the country context. CES events have facilitated knowl-
edge and information sharing, allowing for greater control over portfolio development. They have
also provided an opportunity to clearly demonstrate how the GEF portfolio aligns with national pri-
orities, supporting efforts to foster broader buy-in, and enabling wider stakeholder engagement,
especially through national dialogues. In some countries, such as Suriname, the 2024 national
dialogue has been instrumental in taking initial steps toward improving portfolio ownership and
stakeholder empowerment. In others where country drivenness is already strong, such as the
Philippines, the national dialogue has enabled a wider range of stakeholders to engage with port-
folio development. However, this engagement remains mostly sporadic and concentrated at key
moments rather than sustained throughout the project cycle.

CES activities have contributed to improved country portfolio development by providing structured oppor-
tunities for countries to consolidate, refine, and prioritize project ideas. National dialogues have been
particularly valuable in this regard, offering a platform for government agencies and other stake-
holders to engage in technical discussions and receive guidance from the GEF Secretariat. In
several cases—notably Azerbaijan, Honduras, Maldives, and Suriname—the CES has contributed
to greater clarity on programming options and eligibility, leading to adjustments that made draft
portfolios better aligned with both country and GEF priorities.



Evaluation of the GEF Country Engagement Strategy

CES activities contributed to initial steps toward improving national policy coherence by creating space for
discussion and awareness-raising among participants. While several CES events have addressed the
need to strengthen coherence across sectors and ministries to optimize the impact of GEF-financed
interventions, CES contributions remain focused on initiating dialogue and agenda-setting rather
than enabling specific policy shifts.

The CES has made a modest contribution to enhancing the visibility of the GEF at the country level, with
notable variation across events and contexts. CES events have provided a platform to present the GEF
Communication and Visibility Policy and helped raise the profile of the GEF among stakeholders who pre-
viously had limited awareness of its role, but there are indications of persisting visibility challenges; this
points to the need for more targeted efforts across different scales, from line ministries to communities.

The contribution of CES activities to increased coordination with other funds at the country level has been
limited. In recent years, multilateral climate funds have strengthened high-level commitments to
increase collaboration on country engagement, but cooperation at the operational level is still
limited. In this context, the CES's contribution has consisted of two pilot joint programming con-
sultations with the Green Climate Fund in Rwanda and Uganda alongside national dialogues, and
in inviting representatives from other multilateral climate funds to participate in events such as
national dialogues and expanded constituency workshops.

Efforts to increase inclusiveness need to continue and expand beyond events. By design, the CES is
intended to broaden engagement by bringing together a wide range of stakeholders, including
government representatives (such as GEF focal points, convention focal points, and relevant line
ministries), civil society organizations, academic institutions, private sector actors, and other
nonstate participants. CES activities are widely perceived as inclusive, and participation in simi-
lar events increased between GEF-7 and GEF-8. However, the depth of this engagement remains
uneven, and its potential to support inclusive decision-making is not fully realized. Some OFPs
need additional support to sustain stakeholder engagement after CES activities.

Recommendations

The following recommendations were identified to strengthen the design, management, and out-
comes of the CES, based on the findings and conclusions of the evaluation.

Recommendation 1: Improve CES design and accountability. As the design of the CES for GEF-9 pro-
gresses, the GEF Secretariat should ensure that the CES is grounded in a coherent and explicit
intervention logic that identifies ambitious yet realistic outcomes, and clearly articulates the
expected contribution of different CES activities and outputs to these outcomes, both individually
and in synergy. Simple but effective information management, monitoring, and reporting systems
should be established to track implementation progress and budget expenditures.

Recommendation 2: Strengthen CES management at the operational level. In the current configuration,
where CES implementation is a shared responsibility of different divisions under the operational

Executive summary

leadership of the Programming Manager, the latter has a critical role to play in ensuring that the
CES is implemented as one strategy by enabling swift communication, coordination, and infor-
mation sharing among the staff engaged in different CES activities.

Recommendation 3: Provide diversified modes of engagement, improving the timing and sequencing of CES
activities to increase impact. To help countries make sustained progress in developing their capac-
ity to engage with the GEF, the GEF Secretariat should do the following:

® [Develop regional engagement plans at the beginning of the GEF-9 cycle based on a map-
ping of the diverse needs of countries and constituencies in each region in consultation with
OFPs and Council members. Country engagement roadmaps could also be developed at the
request of countries to outline how they intend to engage with the GEF during the cycle.

® \Where possible, appropriately sequence global, regional, and country-level CES activities
and ensure that key stakeholders are invited to multiple events to create synergies across
events and more sustained engagement.

® Take a more proactive approach in meeting the needs of specific categories of countries (par-
ticularly LDCs and SIDS) and stakeholders. Specifically, the GEF Secretariat should provide
comprehensive but differentiated financial and capacity-building support to OFPs tailored
to different levels of institutional capacity and based on transparent criteria, and improve
training, experience sharing, and information dissemination through a mix of face-to-face
activities, virtual training, and outreach products.

Recommendation 4: Disseminate the CES widely to increase its visibility and to empower OFPs and Council
members to leverage the support offered. As many country stakeholders are not aware of the support
offered by the CES, the GEF Secretariat, in collaboration with the Communications Division, should
ensure that information about this strategy—including the process for requesting demand-based
activities and key data on the progress of CES implementation—is disseminated widely and through
different channels to enhance country engagement and accountability.

Recommendation 5: To increase cost-effectiveness in GEF-9, focus on the most impactful activities and
seek synergies across capacity-building windows and with other multilateral funds. Within the context
of ongoing efforts to increase cost-effectiveness in GEF-9, the GEF Council and the GEF Secretar-
jiat should consider the following strategies to optimize country engagement:

® Maintain core country engagement activities with proven cost-effectiveness such as rollout
workshops, expanded constituency workshops, national dialogues, and virtual introduction
seminars.

® |dentify potential synergies the CES can establish with capacity-building windows in the GEF
family of funds, such as the Capacity-building Initiative for Transparency, enabling activities,
and support offered by the Least Developed Countries Fund and the Special Climate Change
Fund for the development and implementation of national adaptation plans.

® Join forces with multilateral climate funds, and potentially with other players in the wider
climate finance space, to sustain country engagement efforts.



11 Background

Country support at the Global Environment Facility (GEF) dates back to 1999, when a Focal Point
Support Program managed by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), was launched
in response to recommendations provided during the second replenishment of the GEF Trust Fund
(figure 1.1). A new four-year phase of the program, called the Country Support Program for Focal
Points, was approved in 2005 and managed by UNDP and the United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme (UNEP). In 2010, the Country Support Program (CSP) was brought under the management
of the GEF Secretariat and absorbed the National Dialogues Initiative implemented by UNDP since
GEF-2 (GEF 2018; Navajas 2010).

Figure 1.1 Evolution of country support at the GEF

Country Engagement
Strategy
managed by the
GEF Secretariat

Focal Point
Support Program
managed
by UNDP
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The 2021 evaluation of the CSP, conducted by the GEF's Independent Evaluation Office (IEQ) as part
of the Seventh Comprehensive Evaluation of the GEF (OPS7), found that the program had contrib-
uted to stakeholder dialogue, country ownership, and access to GEF resources (GEF IEQ 2023).
However, there were opportunities to strengthen program management, broaden stakeholder
engagement, provide more timely support tailored to country needs, and better leverage syner-
gies with other environmental funds. As a result, six recommendations were issued:

® Build on current efforts to collaborate with other global environmental funds.
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® [evelop aclearand comprehensive CSP program strategy and implementation plan with an
appropriate budget and resources envelope.

® Strengthen the technical expertise of the CSP team and the program’s monitoring and report-
ing systems.

® Better align the reach and timing of national dialogues with country needs for support.
® Enhance inclusiveness at events to improve collaboration on the ground.

® Apply a customized approach to capacity building.

The management response identified a series of actions to address the recommendations in the
context of a comprehensive country engagement strategy for GEF-8 (GEF 2021b). As a result, the
CSP evolved into a component of the Country Engagement Strategy (CES), which “aims at provid-
ing an expanded and coordinated approach to the GEF's efforts to empower countries and address
critical needs to help them achieve impactful outcomes with GEF resources’ (GEF Secretariat 2022,
203). The CES is expected to contribute to two strategic priorities:

® Fnhancing the capacity of recipient countries to make informed and impactful strategic
decisions on the use of GEF resources; and

® Sustaining the impact of GEF resources at the country level, toward globally relevant targets,
outcomes, impact and sustainability (GEF Secretariat 2022).

In particular, the CES seeks to influence the following outcomes (GEF Secretariat 2022):

® Enhanced country ownership and empowerment through reqular and strategic interac-
tions with operational focal points (OFPs), GEF Agencies, and other relevant stakeholders,
including civil society

® Improved strategic alignment of country portfolios with national and GEF-8 priorities for
higher impact

® Enhanced visibility of the GEF as a strategic partner at country level, in line with the GEF
Communication and Visibility Policy

® |Improved country portfolio development, including by maximizing synergies across GEF
focal areas

® Improved national policy coherence across different sectors of government through an
increasingly effective coordination of environmental strategies, objectives, and activities

® |Increased coordination at the country level with other funds to improve the complemen-
tarity of activities and programming at the country level for higher impact.

The GEF-8 Programming Directions identify five pillars of country engagement: building and sus-
taining the capacity of OFPs and recipient countries stakeholders, upstream programming support,
project design review and support, operational and policy support, and knowledge and learn-
ing exchange. This approach is operationalized in three interrelated components, each of which
provides an umbrella for different activities: upstream technical and national dialogues, the CSP,

1. Evaluation context

and the Strategy for Knowledge Management and Learning (GEF Secretariat 2022, GEF 2023b).
The CES implementation arrangements also contemplate a set of additional activities (GEF 2022).

In the absence of a theory of change for the CES, figure 1.2 provides a visual summary of the CES
intervention logic and seeks to identify the underlying drivers and assumptions that must hold for
CES components to influence expected outcomes and impacts.

The CES is managed by the GEF Secretariat, with an allocation of $40.2 million, representing 0.8 per-
cent of the total resource allocation for GEF-8 (GEF 2022). The CES implementation arrangements
were approved by the GEF Council in November 2022. At the time of this evaluation, the CES was
about halfway through its implementation period.

Key stakeholders of the CES include GEF Council members and alternates, OFPs, political focal
points, convention focal points, line ministries involved in GEF programming, and civil society orga-
nizations (CSQOs). Some activities, such as national dialogues, engage a broader audience including
GEF Agency country offices, subnational governments, academia, private sector organizations or
businesses, and Indigenous groups.

1.2 Evaluation methodology and limitations

Building on the findings and recommendations from the last CSP evaluation, the purpose of the
present evaluation was to assess the evolution, implementation progress, and early outcomes of
the CES to inform the Eighth Comprehensive Evaluation of the GEF (OPS8) and the ninth replen-
ishment of the GEF. The evaluation was quided by the following key questions:

® How isthe CES animprovement over the CSP? To what extent has it addressed the conclu-
sions and recommendations of the previous evaluation?

® \What is the progress to date on the CES's components as they are combined to provide
effective assistance to countries?

® How does the CES empower and support countries in achieving higher impact?

The evaluation covered the initial implementation of the CES (from October 2022 to January 2025),
globally and in the four regions where the GEF operates: Africa, Asia and Pacific, Europe and Central
Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean. Particular attention was paid to the support provided
to least developed countries (LDCs) and small island developing states (SIDS).

The evaluation used a mixed-methods approach to triangulate quantitative and qualitative data
sources and stakeholder perspectives. The data collected from different sources were summa-
rized, systematized, and coded against evaluation questions using a data analysis software called
Dedoose. Data for this evaluation were collected between October 2024 and January 2025; data
analysis continued in 2025. The methods used include the following:
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Figure 1.2 Intervention logic of the country engagement strategy
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Note: CES = Country Engagement Strategy; COP = conference of the parties; CSO = civil society organization; ECW = expanded constituency workshop;
KM&L = knowledge management and learning; SES = sector engagement strategy.

1. Evaluation context

In-depth desk review: 41 relevant documents were carefully assessed based on the evalua-
tion criteria and questions in the evaluation matrix. In addition to providing a solid basis for
other data collection activities, the desk review investigated how the recommendations of
the last CSP evaluation have been addressed.

Portfolio analysis of CES activities and outputs: Drawing on publicly available data and informa-
tion provided by the GEF Secretariat, a database of CES activities and outputs was developed
to generate a snapshot of progress in the implementation of the CES and to identify relevant
trends at the portfolio level. The portfolio analysis covered the first two years of implemen-
tation of the CES (October 2022-October 2024).

E-survey: A brief e-survey, an updated version of the questionnaire developed for the last CSP
evaluation, was administered by the GEF IEQ using SurveyMonkey to CES event participants,
GEF focal points, and Council members. The survey received a total of 507 responses from 121
countries—equivalentto a 20 percent response rate, which is adequate for this type of survey.

Country case studies: Four country case studies were conducted to explore the emerging out-
comes of the CES in greater depth and in different country contexts: Lesotho, the Philippines,
Suriname, and Togo. The focus was on assessing the extent to which the CES has contrib-
uted or is likely to contribute to its expected outcomes, the role of the CES in facilitating
strategic decisions on GEF resources, and the inclusiveness of stakeholder engagement at
the country level. The countries were selected based on geographic representation, country
type (including two LDCs and one SIDS), significant participation in CES activities (including
a national dialogue), and upcoming CES events.

Interviews and focus group discussions: These were held with 28 stakeholders, including 16 key
GEF Secretariat staff, one GEF-CSO Network representative, two representatives of mul-
tilateral climate funds, seven OFPs, and two GEF Agency country representatives. These
interviews were semistructured and conducted virtually. The sample of OFPs (Armenia,
Azerbaijan, Ghana, Honduras, Maldives, Thailand, and Uganda) was complementary to the
sample of country case studies.

Observation of CES events: This took place in the context of the Introduction Seminar (Sep-
tember 2024, virtual), the Guinea National Dialogue (September 2024, virtual), the Suriname
National Dialogue (October 2024, in person), the Asia and Pacific Constituency Meet-
ing (December 2024, virtual), and the South Africa Expanded Constituency Workshop (ECW)
(January 2025, in person).

The following limitations were encountered during data collection and analysis.

Gaps in the portfolio data provided by the GEF Secretariat.

= The portfolio of CES activities had to be pieced together from different information
sources. The number of upstream technical dialogues has not been confirmed by the
GEF Secretariat at the time of writing this report.
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= Thee-survey was sentout to participants in 29 out of 75 events because the GEF Secre-
tariat was unable to provide the attendance lists of the other events or they were illegible.
To ensure broad reach, the contact database was complemented with the list of OFPs
and Council members.

— Due to inconsistent records, it was not possible to carry out an analysis of participants
by stakeholder type and gender at the portfolio level. The case studies provide some
information.

® Challenges in engaging country stakeholders.

— As data collection was carried out in the fall of 2024, OFPs were busy with the confer-
ences of the parties (COPs) to three of the conventions served by the GEF. As a result, the
Kazakhstan case study had to be replaced by Togo, and it was not possible to schedule
interviews with the OFPs of Bolivia and Guinea.

= Only in the case of Maldives was it possible to identify and obtain interviews with Agency
country officers who attended CES events.

® |tis too early to fully assess the outcomes of the CES. At the time of conducting data collection,
there was limited or no progress in the implementation of some CES activities. Data analy-
sis and collection thus focused on identifying early progress toward some of the expected
outcomes of the CES.

2. Evaluation findings

2.1 Evolution from the CSP to the CES

The CES builds on the strong foundation provided by over 20 years of CSP implementation and on the
efforts to establish a knowledge management function since 2015. The CSP was established in 1999,
with the UNDP and UNEP managing different components. In 2010, these were integrated into a
single program managed directly by a dedicated team within the GEF Secretariat's Policy, Partner-
ships, and Operations Unit with the aim of improving efficiency and enhancing the GEF's visibility
at the country level (GEF 2010). By GEF-7, the CSP included the following activities: Introduction
seminars, constituency meetings, pre-Council meetings of recipient Council members, national
dialogues, ECWs, thematic workshops, and stakeholder empowerment series (SES) webinars.
Some programming-related country engagement activities were still led by the Programs Unit.

Efforts to develop a knowledge management function at the GEF date back to 2015, with the roll-
out of the GEF Knowledge Management Approach, the appointment of a Knowledge Management
Coordinator, and the establishment of the Knowledge Management Advisory Group. By GEF-7, the
Knowledge Management Coordinator was working closely with the CSP team on specific activi-
ties (such as GEF Knowledge Days at ECWs and the GEF Academy), knowledge products (such as
good practice briefs), and tools such as Kaleo, a question-and-answer platform for GEF partners
and stakeholders. While acknowledging this progress, the 2022 evaluation of knowledge manage-
ment in the GEF recommended the development of a clear strategy (GEF IEQ 2022a).

The CES seeks to articulate preexisting and new country engagement activities under a comprehensive
strategy. The CES aims to provide “an expanded and coordinated approach” to country engagement
by bringing together all the activities previously under the CSP, the Strategy for Knowledge Man-
agement and Learning approved in 2023, and new activities to provide targeted support to OFPs
and other country stakeholders (GEF Secretariat 2022, 203) (figure 2.1). This expanded approach is
reflected in a total allocation of $40.2 million, including $13.2 million for additional activities, which
is a significant increase over the GEF-7 allocation of $21 million for the CSP. While CES activities
are overall relevant to the expected outcomes, the strategy's design does not provide guidance for
their timing and sequencing, their tailoring to diverse country needs and institutional capacities,
and their communication to country stakeholders, which has affected progress in implementa-
tion and effectiveness (see subsections 2.2 and 2.3). Additionally, CES activities are more focused
on one of the CES's strategic priorities: enhancing the capacity of recipient countries to make
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Figure 2.1 New and preexisting Country Engagement Strategy activities

Strategy for
Knowledge,
Management,
and Learning

Additional
activities

Country
Support Program (CSP)

. Preexisting CSP activities
@ New CES activities

Note: COP = convention of the parties.

strategic and informed decisions on the use of GEF resources. They are less focused on sustain-
ing the impact of GEF resources at the country level.

While the new CES activities seek more proactive engagement by the GEF Secretariat with GEF country
stakeholders, their added value has yet to be demonstrated, as implementation progress was limited at
midpoint through GEF-8. According to the portfolio analysis, the new activities already implemented
or under implementation include the GEF-8 integrated program rollout workshops, the Gustavo
Fonseca Youth Conservation Leadership Program, and support for country delegations and rele-
vant stakeholders to attend COPs to the conventions. Progress in the Field Visit Program for Council
Members and the Strategy for Knowledge Management and Learning is limited, while implemen-
tation of building execution capacity of stakeholders accelerated in 2025 and financial support to

2. Evaluation findings

GEF OFPs was rolled out in the spring of 2025 (see subsection 2.2). Upstream technical dialogues
are also included among the activities to be supported under the CES, but none were identified
by the portfolio analysis conducted for this evaluation. Interviews seem to suggest that they have
been conducted by the GEF Secretariat on the sidelines of national dialogues.

Persistent shortcomings from the 2021 CSP evaluation have yet to be addressed, resulting in limited
accountability and missed opportunities to better target activities. The CES brings all country engage-
ment activities under the same umbrella, which is in line with the recommendation of the last CSP
evaluation to develop a “comprehensive program strategy,” and with the OPS7 recommendation
to develop and implement a more strategic and coherent approach to country-level engagement
(GEF IEO 2022b). However, there are some specific shortcomings:

® The CES does not explicitly articulate a logical framework or theory of change, and targets
are setonly for a subset of activities. In addition, information management, monitoring, and
reporting systems have yet to be established. This limits, by design, CES accountability and
alsoresults in unclear and sometimes unrealistic assumptions about the contribution of CES
activities to expected outcomes and impacts.

® Ascountry engagement—once the responsibility of a dedicated team in the Policy and Opera-
tions Unit—has become a cross-cutting responsibility of five divisions, there is a lack of clear
leadership at the operational level and effective systems to promote information sharing
and collaboration. This, together with the expanded scope of the CES, has created bottle-
necks in implementation.

® Challenges remain in the timing of national dialogues and in sustaining stakeholder engage-
ment after CES activities, due to capacity constraints of both the GEF Secretariat and the
OFPs (see subsection 2.2). There is a widespread need for more frequent and diversified
capacity building, including additional training, experience sharing, and improved dissemi-
nation of information through a mix of face-to-face activities, virtual training, and outreach.

® Although in recent years multilateral climate funds have strengthened high-level commit-
ments to increase collaboration on country engagement, cooperation at the operational
level is still limited.

Progress on each recommendation is summarized in table 2.1and is discussed further in the fol-

lowing sections.

While the evolving nature of CES design can be interpreted as a result of adaptive management in a period
of rapid change within the GEF, it complicates accountability and creates misalignments between activities
and expected outcomes. The CES, which was adopted as part of the GEF-8 Programming Directions
in April 2022, was significantly modified when its implementation arrangements were approved in
October 2022. Implementation tends to follow what is in the latter. This is partly related to the fact
that the GEF-8 Programming Directions do not clearly define new CES activities such as upstream
technical dialogues, FP empowerment, and building execution capacity of stakeholders in terms
of what supportis to be provided, to whom, by whom, and with what expected results. Some key
changes between the two documents include the following.
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Table 2.1 Progress in addressing the recommendations from the 2021 Country Support Program evaluation

building

Recommendation Status Summary of evidence
In recent years, multilateral climate funds have strengthened high-level commitments to
) increase collaboration on country engagement. However, cooperation at the operational level is
Build on current ) still limited, mainly consisting of two joint GEF-Green Climate Fund programming consultations
efforts to collaborate |  Partially | heid in Rwanda and Uganda in conjunction with the GEF national dialogues in December 2022
with other global implemented | ang November 2023, and invitations of other funds' representatives to some CES events.
environmental funds
In 2024, the GEF also engaged with the International Monetary Fund and other partners on
country climate finance platforms in Benin, Céte d'lvoire, Madagascar, and the Seychelles.
The Country Engagement Strategy (CES) brings all country engagement activities under one
Develop a clear - umbrella and includes several new activities targeted at different GEF stakeholders. This
and comprehensive expanded approach is reflected in a total allocation of $40.2 million, compared to a GEF-7 CSP
Country Support allocation of $21 million. The GEF-8 Programming Directions define the strategic priorities and
Program (CSP) Partially six outcomes that the CES is expected to deliver.
program strategy and | .
implementation plan implemented | However, some aspects of the recommendation have not been fully addressed, namely
with an appropriate a theory of change or logical framewark has not been explicitly articulated, targets are
budget and resources established only for some activities (not at the outcome or impact level), and—while some
envelope flexibility has been introduced—CES activities are not tailored by design to the specific needs
of different country groupings.
As part of the GEF Secretariat restructuring, country engagement, once the responsibility of
Strengthen the a dedicated team in the Policy and Operations Unit, became a cross-cutting responsibility of
technical expertise of five divisions. This has allowed for greater integration of country engagement activities into
the CSP team and the Partially | broader programming processes at the regional level and flexibility in mobilizing relevant
program's monitoring | implemented | technical expertise. However, there is a lack of clear leadership at the operational level and
and reporting an increased workload for the same staff. There are indications that these issues are in the
systems process of being addressed in the ongoing restructuring of the GEF Secretariat.
Information management, manitoring, and reporting systems have yet to be established.
) While the design of the CES has attempted to address this recommendation by introducing two
Better align the : . o - . :
- types of national dialogues and upstream technical dialogues, the timing of national dialogues
reach and timing of . . : . :
. : Partially | continues being a challenge. Operational focal points (OFPs) express a preference to hold
national dialogues . . . o . -
with country needs implemented | national dialogues before the beginning or during the first months of the cycle. However, only 7
for su orty of 29 national dialogues were held within the first semester of the cycle, and 12 within the first
PP year. This is due to capacity constraints on the part of both the GEF Secretariat and the OFPs.
Enhance While the CES has facilitated broader stakeholder engagement at events, this remains uneven,
inclusiveness at Partiall and challenges remain in sustaining stakeholder engagement after CES activities, mainly due
events to improve m Iemen{ed to the limited institutional capacity of OFPs. Financial support for GEF OFPs, launched in the
collaboration on the P spring of 2025, could be instrumental in enabling OFPs to coordinate these engagements.
ground
While CES activities are viewed positively in terms of responding to stakeholder needs, they do
: not fully address the extensive information and capacity-building needs of different country
Apply a customized . L o L
: Partially | stakeholders. There is a widespread need for more frequent and diversified capacity building,
approach to capacity | . ; . o - . . . :
implemented | including additional training, experience sharing (e.g., among small island developing states),

and improved dissemination of information through a mix of face-to-face activities, virtual
training, and outreach.

2. Evaluation findings

® Project design review and support, mentioned as a pillar of the CES in the GEF-8 Program-
ming Directions, is not clearly linked to a specific activity and was removed in the CES
implementation arrangements for GEF-8, which state that “GEF technical staff will con-
tinue providing technical support during portfolio development, project design, and project
review' (GEF 2022, 1).

® Theapproach to upstream technical dialogues changed from a focus on continuous engage-
ment with countries to communications about GEF-8 programming.

® Thescope of OFP empowerment activities was significantly reduced. Activities such as the
promotion of national steering committees and onboarding training for OFPs are not included
explicitly in the implementation arrangements, while the knowledge management/commu-
nity of practice piloted under GEF-7 was discontinued. The only activity that was maintained
was financial support for OFPs, which had previously been abandoned because no mecha-
nism had been found to channel funds to OFPs.

® Three activities not contemplated in the GEF-8 Programming Directions were added: the
Gustavo Fonseca Youth Conservation Leadership Program, the Field Visit Program for Coun-
cilMembers, and support for country delegations and relevant stakeholders to attend COPs
to the conventions. While the Field Visit Program for Council Members and the support for
country delegations and relevant stakeholders to attend COPs to the conventions potentially
contribute to country ownership and empowerment, the Gustavo Fonseca Youth Conserva-
tion Leadership Program is not aligned to the expected outcomes of the CES.

While these changes likely reflect the GEF Secretariat's evolving approach to country engagement
and the gradual operationalization of new activities, the discrepancies with the GEF-8 Programming
Directions complicate accountability as the CES's scope and intervention logic become blurred.

2.2 Progress in CES implementation

Implementation of CES activities midway through GEF-8

Progress in implementing the CES was slower than expected at midpoint through GEF-8. As of October
2024, 75 activities had been carried out as part of the CES. Several activities were initiated at the
request of OF Ps or constituencies; others do not have established targets against which to assess
implementation progress. Where targets were defined, the number of activities implemented
remains below what could have been expected by October 2024 (table 2.2). Looking only at activ-
ities that existed in both periods, 103 had been implemented by the midpoint of GEF-7, compared
with 75 for GEF-8.

Except for national dialogues, implementation of demand-based activities has been limited. \With 29
national dialogues to date, the GEF Secretariatisin line with its expectation of organizing 50 national
dialogues in GEF-8. On the other hand, the number of thematic workshops, constituency meetings,

L
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Table 2.2 Country Engagement Strategy activities and progress against October 2024 targets

Component Activities Target Achieved
Upstream Upstream technical and national dialogues Not determined 29
programming Upstream technical dialogues Not determined 0°
support National dialogues Approximately 50, upon OFP request® 29
GEF workshops 28 and more, upon OFP request 21
Expanded constituency workshops 22 6
Stakeholder empowerment series 6 0
Thematic workshops Up to 15, upon OFP, Agency, or GEF 2
Secretariat request’
Country Other workshops Not applicable 13
Support ) -
Program Introduction seminars 4 3
Constituency meetings Up to 76, upan constituency request 20
Pre-Council meetings of recipient Council members Up ta 76, upon Council member request 1
OFP empowerment/Financial support to GEF OFPs Upon OFP request 0
Building capacities of national executing agencies and civil Not determined 0
society organizations
Strategy for Knowledge Management and Learning Not determined 0
Gustavo Fonseca Youth Conservation Leadership Program Not determined 127 participants
Additional Field Visit Program for Council Members 4-6 1
activities Support for country delegations and relevant stakeholders to Not determined 39 participants
attend convention conferences of the parties
75 activities;
Total 166 participants

Note: Since the portfolio analysis covers all activities conducted by the Country Engagement Strategy globally between October 2022 and October 2024,
the targets for October 2024 are for two years of implementation or 50 percent of GEF-8 targets. Pre-Council meetings and constituency meetings
consider a target of up to two annual meetings for each of the 19 developing country constituencies.

a. The portfolio analysis did not identify any upstream technical dialogues based on the information provided by the GEF Secretariat. Interviews seem to

suggest that they have been conducted by the GEF Secretariat on the sidelines of national dialogues.

b. GEF (2022).

and pre-Council meetings implemented represent only a fraction of those possible (table 2.2). The
implementation of some non-demand-based activities has also been slow, such as for ECWs; also,
no stakeholder engagement workshops have been implemented to date.

OFP capacities and access to information on CES activities influence the implementation of demand- and
some non-demand-based activities. The implementation of most CES activities depends on the OFP
to request, organize, or inform country stakeholders of CES opportunities. This applies beyond the
above-mentioned demand-based activities, to activities such as support to country delegations
and various GEF workshops. In countries like the Philippines and Thailand, strong OFP organiza-
tional capacity made the difference in enabling these countries to request support early for the

2. Evaluation findings

organization of national dialogues to program their GEF-8 resources. However, OFPs often have
limited capacities due to staff constraints, turnover, or competing priorities; and GEF Secretar-
jatinterviewees noted that several OFPs simply did not have time to organize national dialogues.

Furthermore, the information on the CES available on the GEF website, in Council documents, and
at events is quite general; and OFPs need to proactively inquire with the GEF Secretariat about
how to benefit from certain types of support and disseminate information to relevant stakeholders.
For example, there is no publicly available information about how to access support to attend COP
meetings, and the website is not clear about which CES activities are under implementation. All
case studies clearly demonstrated that country stakeholders are not familiar with the CES as a pro-
gram. OFPs have the most information; and in many cases, it was clear that they did not have it all.

By October 2024, several of the new CES activities had yet to start implementation (figure 2.2). This
included the financial support to GEF OFPs, which was delayed due to challenges in finding the
right modalities for channeling funds to beneficiaries. These challenges have now been addressed,
and, according to a data update from the GEF Secretariat, initial disbursements took place in April
2025 to some of the African constituencies (GEF 2025a). No activities were reported for building
the capacities of national executing agencies and CSOs, but substantial disbursements in the first
half of 2025 indicate that implementation has recently accelerated, as discussed later in this sub-
section. Implementation of the Strategy for Knowledge Management and Learning has so far not
entailed the organization of specific activities, but rather support to strengthening internal and
external processes; its implementation is expected to accelerate in 2025 with the onboarding of
two dedicated staff.

The rapid rollout of the Gustavo Fonseca Youth Conservation Leadership Program was driven by innovation
that will benefit other CES activities. In the past, activities that involve the transfer of small amounts
of money to specific beneficiaries to build their capacity have faced administrative bottlenecks
because the World Bank mechanisms on which the GEF relies are not appropriate for this type of
transaction, as stated by GEF Secretariat staff and alluded to in the GEF-8 Programming Directions.
This was notably the case with previous attempts to provide financial support to OFPs, which had
to be abandoned for lack of an efficient mechanism (GEF IEQ 2023). For the Gustavo Fonseca Youth
Conservation Leadership Program, a modality that establishes ancillary agreements with partner
institutions to disburse funds to beneficiaries was identified. To date, eight ancillary agreements
have been signed, which have enabled the identification of 127 beneficiaries. This modality is now
being applied to roll out the financial support to GEF OFPs (box 2.1).

While the implementation of workshops was timely to support GEF-8 integrated program resource allocation,
national dialogues were insufficiently leveraged to that end. The strategic importance of integrated pro-
grams under GEF-8 required the deployment of significant efforts to support their programming.

'This situation was as of this evaluation's cutoff date in January 2025. With a later cutoff date, OPS8 finds
that, “as of June 2025, progress had been made in approximately half of the action areas” of the Strateqy for
Knowledge Management and Learning (GEF IEQ 2025, 187).

13


https://www.thegef.org/what-we-do/topics/country-engagement-strategy

14 Evaluation of the GEF Country Engagement Strategy

Figure 2.2 Progress in implementation of new Country Engagement Strategy activities as of October 2024

Progress
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Upstream technical
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implementation, although
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been delivered on the sidelines
of national dialogues

Building execution capacity of
stakeholders

Not started and model for
implementation still unclear

OFP empowerment/
financial support to OFPs
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Africa and Latin America and
the Caribbean

Knowledge Management
and Learning Strategy

Staff has been hired and
is currently planning
implementation

Gustavo Fonseca
Youth Conservation
Leadership Program

127 students already
supported through 8
ancillary agreements; more
agreements being signed

Support for country
delegations and relevant
stakeholders to attend COPs
to the conventions

Starting in November 2023,
o 39 participants have been
—  Field visit program supported; increasing trend

for Council members

One pilot visit conducted
(June 2023), but no others
have been conducted

Note: COP = conference of the parties; OFP = operational focal point.

Eight GEF-8 rollout workshops were delivered between October 2022 and February 2023.% This
implementation was timely, as the first call for expressions of interest for integrated programs
was launched in January 2023, thus providing countries with crucial information to engage in the
integrated program process. Indeed, 119 out of 144 eligible countries participated in these work-
shops, and 99 of them (74 percent of participating countries) submitted an expression of interest.
Most countries that submitted an expression of interest (89 percent) participated in one of these
workshops (GEF 2023d). By the time the expression of interest process closed, only six countries
had organized national dialogues. A representative of one of these countries mentioned during
an interview having organized a national dialogue with the specific purpose of planning its inte-
grated program submission.

Overall, only 12 national dialogues were conducted during the first year of GEF-8 (2 of which in
2022), against 22 for GEF-7. Since then, another 17 national dialogues have been organized. This
is not coherent with the approach adopted in the Programming Directions that involved two main

2GEF reporting indicates 11 events, as some were held virtually jointly or consecutively in the same location.
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Box 2.1 Use of ancillary agreements to channel funds directly to beneficiaries

Because the World Bank serves as the trustee to the GEF, the GEF must abide by the World Bank's financial processes to
disburse its funds. These processes are not adapted to transfer small amounts of money to individuals or government
departments, as opposed to registered institutions. The newly established Gustavo Fonseca Youth Conservation Lead-
ership Program was faced with this challenge. This program focuses on empowering young leaders in conservation and
environmental action, with youth-centered projects and integration of young leaders into larger programs to amplify their
influence. Channeling grants to individuals would not have been possible under World Bank processes. To overcome this
issue, the GEF Secretariat established ancillary agreements with intermediary entities to deliver the funds. The ceiling
for these agreements was raised from $50,000 to S1 million. As of the cutoff date, the GEF had established eight such
agreements based on proposals received from preselected institutions, as shown in the figure. Some institutions pro-
posed leveraging their existing training programs, while others set up dedicated initiatives for young conservationists.

Wildlife Conservation

Network's Amazonia

Rising Conservation
Leaders Program

Mohamed bin Zayed Re:wild's Gustavo
Species Conservation Fonseca Species
Fund Conservation Fund

Wildlife Conservation WWF's Gustavo
5 Society’s Gustavo 6 Fonseca Fellowships
Fonseca Fellowships for Latin America:
for Africa Education for Nature
< Life through ‘
Wildlife's Fonseca
Fellowships

Building on this success, financial support to GEF OFPs is being rolled out using the same type of ancillary agreements

FUNBIO's Gustavo
Fonseca Fellowships:
Conserving the Future

National Center for

Biological Sciences’

Masters in Wildlife
Biology and Conservation

with selected intermediaries. These institutions will be responsible for channeling up to $32,000 to OFPs for eligible
expenses that support their capacity to oversee project implementation. An additional $4,000 per OFP will be dedicated
to aregional training event organized by the partner organization.

types of national dialogues—namely, national dialogues on portfolio prioritization and program-
ming, to be organized at the beginning of the cycle; and targeted national dialogues throughout
the entire cycle focusing on specific issues of interest to the country. Indeed, there is widespread
acknowledgment across interviewees from the GEF Secretariat staff and recipient countries that
national dialogues are most useful at the beginning of a cycle or before the beginning of a new
cycle to support programming. Nonetheless, national dialogues conducted later in the GEF cycle
are greatly appreciated by country stakeholders as they have been leveraged to improve access
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to programming windows outside the System for Transparent Allocation of Resources (STAR) and
start brainstorming project ideas for GEF-9.

This was also a conclusion of the CSP evaluation conducted in 2021, which found that while national
dialogues are typically held at the beginning of the GEF cycle, country stakeholders would prefer
to hold them before the start of the new cycle once there is some indication of GEF priorities. It
also noted that some national dialogues are held months into the cycle because the Secretariat
does not have enough staff to organize them simultaneously. As a result, the evaluation recom-
mended that the timing of national dialogues be improved, or that other mechanisms be developed
for upfront strategic dialogue on the future use of GEF resources.

The management response to the CSP evaluation indicated that the GEF Secretariat was in the pro-
cess of exploring different options to rethink national dialogues (GEF 2021b). While these options
were outlined in the Programming Directions, there is no evidence that national dialogues are
being implemented according to this plan—and therefore that they contributed to GEF-8 program-
ming to the extent foreseen and in complementarity with integrated program rollout workshops.

Several of the countries interviewed mentioned that they would have preferred their national dia-
logue to take place earlier. In the case of Lesotho, stakeholders expressed that the fact that the
national dialogue being held over a year into GEF-8 limited its ability to influence resource allo-
cation and align projects with emerging priorities. Yet, for 56 percent of survey respondents, CES
activities were to a high or very high extent timely in supporting programming for GEF-8 in their
country. Thisindicates an overall favorable perception for programming support, to which national
dialogues contributed less than foreseen in the CES. While national dialogues are demand-based
activities, the GEF Secretariat does not seem to have put mechanisms in place to ensure their
implementation aligns with the GEF-8 Programming Directions and implementation arrange-
ments. While they are useful to countries that conduct them, as discussed in the next subsection,
their limited implementation is not aligned with the role national dialogues are expected to play
in the CES as a whole.

Trade-offs between the organization of integrated program rollout workshops and national dialogues reflect
the capacity constraints of the GEF Secretariat in the early years of GEF-8. These integrated program
rollout workshops were not planned in the GEF-8 Programming Directions and the implementation
arrangements, and organizing eight of them over a short period of time demonstrated commit-
mentand adaptability from the GEF Secretariat staff. However, interviewees from the Secretariat
pointed out that their implementation created delays in implementing other activities, especially
national dialogues, as limited human resources were available to organize multiple events at the
same time. The matter of institutional capacity was an important challenge during the first year
of GEF-8 (figure 2.3), as many new activities had to be rolled out under the CES, but the GEF Sec-
retariat had yet to expand its staff. Undertaking these workshops thus required doing more (e.g.,
Rollout workshops) with the same staff.
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Figure 2.3 Timeline for implementation of Country Engagement Strategy activities, June 2022-October 2024
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of recipient Council members

Note: CBD = Convention on Biological Diversity; CES = Country Engagement Strategy; COP = conference of the parties; ECW = expanded constituency
workshop; EOI = expression of interest; IP = integrated program; UNCCD = United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification; UNFCCC = United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change.

Among the various factors identified that have hindered the implementation of CES activities, the restruc-
turing of the GEF Secretariat and staffing constraints have been critical. Challenges around OFP capacity
and communication have always been present and do not explain the slower implementation of
activities under GEF-8. Staffing constraints pose a challenge to the execution of CES activities,
and GEF Secretariat interviewees reported a heavy workload partially explained by the additional
activities planned with no additional staff. However, this alone does not explain why activities
that existed under GEF-7 are no longer implemented (stakeholder engagement series) or have
not progressed significantly (ECWs). The restructuring of the GEF Secretariat has a lot to do with
the slow pace of implementation, as responsibilities and coordination mechanisms for activi-
ties evolved rapidly during the first two years of GEF-8. As discussed in box 2.2, this resulted in a
lack of leadership and of collaboration mechanisms at the operational level. Furthermore, several
interviewees reported a learning curve in implementing some activities that were not previously
under their responsibility.
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Box 2.2 Management of the Country Engagement Strategy in the context of the GEF Secretariat
restructuring

The 2021 Country Support Program (CSP) evaluation recommended that the GEF Secretariatimprove the program’s dedi-
cated technical capabilities in the face of a heavy workload, provide more localized support, and put in place results-based
data management, monitoring, evaluation, and reporting systems to track the use of resources, activities, outcomes,
and impacts (GEF IEQ 2023). This recommendation is being addressed in the context of the broader restructuring of the
GEF Secretariat, which has moved from a structure organized around two units—the Programs Unit and the Policy and
Operations Unit—to six divisions grouped under the Director of Strategy and Operations, as well as a Division of General
Managementand a Data and Analytics team under the GEF Chief Executive Officer. Additional staff is also in the process
of being hired to enhance the Secretariat's capacity.

As part of this restructuring, country engagement—once the responsibility of a dedicated team in the Policy and Operations
Unit—has become a cross-cutting responsibility of five divisions. Country Relations Officers, once in the CSP team, were
relocated to the Programming Division to join the respective regional teams and an Events Unit was created under the
General Management Division, with some part-time members from other divisions, to support the organization of Coun-
try Engagement Strategy (CES) events. In this context—as indicated on the GEF website and noted in interviews—several

CES activities are a shared responsibility of two or more divisions, with national dialogues and GEF workshops organized
by three divisions with support from the Events Unit.

General management division M
|
|
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Box 2.2 Management of the Country Engagement Strategy in the context of the GEF Secretariat
restructuring (continued)

According to the interviewees, the main advantages of this management approach are the greater integration of CES
activities into broader programming processes, as well as the flexibility to bring in relevant technical expertise to orga-
nize specific activities. The main downside is the lack of clear leadership at the operational level to ensure that the CES
is implemented as one strategy, with coordinated activities that build on each other. While interviews indicate that the
Programming Manager, hired in September 2024, has started to fill this role, this may put staff from other divisions in the
position of having to respond to multiple managers at once.

A related drawback is the lack of effective systems to enable information sharing and collaboration among the staff
involved in CES implementation. Staff are generally unaware of the overall progress of strategy implementation beyond
the specific activities in which they are involved, and the existing knowledge (e.g., on best practices for organizing and
facilitating national dialogues and expanded constituency workshops) is not widely shared. This is related to the fact that
information management, monitoring, and reporting systems for the CES have yet to be established, despite the com-
mitments to do so in the management response to the 2021 CSP evaluation and the GEF-8 Programming Directions. As
aresult, there is no single database of CES activities, nor an effective information system to collect participant data and

(continued)

organize event materials.

Progress in budget expenditure

Despite a 44 percent increase in the budget for country engagement, some efficiency gains were foreseen
and built into the budget. A budget of $28 million, corresponding to 0.5 percent of the GEF's budget,
was allocated to the CES in the GEF-8 Programming Directions. This budget was increased by
44 percent to $40.2 million in the implementation arrangements. This increase includes the incor-
poration of additional activities (table 2.2) with a budget of $13.2 million, funded through unused
GEF-7 CSP funds. The budget for the rest of CES activities was decreased by S1million, to $27 mil-
lion, which included S2 million for implementation of the Strategy for Knowledge Management and
Learning (table 2.3). Compared to GEF-7, the budget requested for similar activities has decreased
by an average of 14 percent (table 2.4). Savings on introduction seminars are related to the ses-
sions now being online, while the budget for pre-Council meetings is to be covered through that
for Council meetings or are to be held virtually.

While 40 percent of the budget allocated for CES implementation was committed or disbursed by Novem-
ber 2024, this hides significant differences across activities. \With 81.5 percent of budget available for
national dialogues executed, only a few more national dialogues can still be implemented under
GEF-8, compromising the GEF's capacity to deliver up to 50 national dialogues for that period.
This would indicate that the foreseen efficiency gains have not materialized, and that the cost
per national dialogue is higher than expected. Indeed, delivering 50 national dialogues within the
allocated budget would entail a cost of 342,000 per event. Current disbursements for 29 national
dialogues indicate a unit cost of $59000—that is, 40 percent more than planned. The high dis-
bursement rate for constituency meetings may also limit the GEF's ability to respond to future
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Table 2.3 Budget implementation progress, as of November 2024

GEF-8 amount | Commitments/dis- | Available % of com-

approved by | bursements (FY25 balance mitments/
Item Council (mil. §) | to date) (mil. §) (mil. §) | disbursements
Upstream technical and national dialogues 2.1 1712 0.387 81.5
Expanded constituency workshops .74 4.38 1.359 313
Introduction seminars 0.26 0.029 0.231 1.2
Constituency meetings 4 3.347 0.653 83.7
Building execution capacity of stakeholders 11 0.065 1.035 59
Financial support to GEF OFPs 5.8 0 5.8 0.0
Knowledge exchange and learning 2 0.003 1997 0.2
Gustavo Fonseca Youth Canservation Leadership Program 10 6.107 3.893 61.1
Site visits for Council members 1.2 0.252 0.948 21.0
Support for country delegations and stakeholders to 2 0.262 1.738 13.1
attend COPs and related meetings
Total 40.2 16.15 24.04 40.2

Sources: GEF 2024c and communications with the GEF Secretariat.

Note: COP = conference of the parties; OFP = operational focal paint.

Table 2.4 Budget allocated under GEF-7 and GEF-8 for comparable activities

2. Evaluation findings

while the scope of OFP empowerment was significantly reduced to financial support to GEF OFPs.?
There are untapped opportunities to harness synergies across activities, e.q., by leveraging com-
plementarities between GEF-8 Roll Out workshops and national dialogues.

Geographic coverage of the CES

Participation of LDCs in CES activities has been important, but less so for SIDS. At least 50 percent of
CES activities involved the participation of LDC representatives, and out of 29 national dialogues,
13 (44 percent) took place in LDCs. They were also involved in

almost 50 percent of constituency meetings. Comparatively, ~ Figure 2.4 Support to attend COPs for LDCs

SIDS participation in CES activities was less important: SIDS and SIDS

participated in 33 percent of CES activities, and only 4 out of
29 national dialogues (14 percent) were for SIDS. However, SIDS
were represented at 60 percent of GEF workshops and all intro-
duction seminars, which are virtual and thus more accessible.
Among all CES activities, the only one that explicitly mentions
prioritizing LDCs and SIDS is OF P empowerment/financial sup-
portto GEF OFPs. However, current plans are to offer the same Other
financial support to all countries. According to GEF Secretariat 69%
staff, support for participation in COPs also informally prior-
itizes participants, although no specific criteria or selection
process is established for this activity. Ultimately, participants

2]

GEF-7 budget | GEF-8 budget Variation
Activity (mil. $) (mil. $) (%)
GEF programming and training activities (national dialogues and workshops) 147 13.8 -6
GEF constituency meetings 5 4 -20
GEF introduction seminars 1 0.3 =70
Pre-Council meetings for recipient country Council members/alternates 0.3 0 -100
Total 21 18.1 ~14

from LDCs and SIDS are largely underrepresented in this activ-
ity (figure 2.4).

There are significant differences in regional engagement in CES
activities. These differences correlate with their overall level
of capacities. Across different types of activities, the portfolio

Note: COP = conference of the parties; LDC = least developed
country; SIDS = small island developing states.

analysis shows that Africa, the region with the most LOCs, is also the region that has been involved

Source: GEF IEQ 2023.

country requests. On the other hand, several unspent budget lines reflect the limited progress in
implementing some activities.

The CES was designed as a comprehensive strategy, but its implementation shows deficiencies in that
respect. This is illustrated by the variations in commitments/disbursement rates between activities.
Activities that aim to support wider and more continued stakeholder engagement (e.q., stakeholder
engagement series and building execution capacity of stakeholders) have yet to be implemented,

in most activities (table 2.5). National dialogues are especially in high demand, representing 58 per-
cent of the activities in which Africa participated, while 62 percent (18) of national dialogues held
during GEF-8 were in Africa. African countries have also participated in eight GEF workshops and
four constituency meetings, as well as in a pre-Council meeting. At the other end of the spectrum,
Central and Eastern European countries have been involved in three GEF workshops, all organized
by the GEF (not country requested) and in two constituency meetings. No national dialogue has
been undertaken in that region, where most countries have higher levels of institutional capac-
ity and development. The participation profile for countries from Asia and Pacific is quite mixed,

*Based on updated data provided by the GEF Secretariat, $385,576 was disbursed in the first half of 2025
for building execution capacity of stakeholders, equivalent to 35 percent of the total budget allocated to this
activity; and approximately $2.5 million was spent or committed for financial support to GEF OFPs during
the same period, equivalent to 43 percent of the corresponding allocation.
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Table 2.5 Number of engagements in CES activities per region

Asia and Latin Am. Europe and
ltem Pacific and Carib. Africa Central Asia Total
Events
Constituency meetings 10 1 4 2 20
Field Visit Program for Council Members 0 1 0 0 1
GEF workshops 7 6 8 3 20
National dialogues 8 3 18 0 29
Pre-Council meetings of recipient Council members 0 1 1 0 1
Total 25 18 30 5 U
Individual participants
Support to attend conferences of the parties 6 23 10 0 39
Gustavo Fonseca Youth Conservation Leadership Program 13 56 58 0 127
Total number of participants 19 79 68 0 166

2. Evaluation findings

When implemented, CES activities make small contributions that are nevertheless instrumental in facilitat-
ing informed decisions on the use of GEF resources in the context of broader country portfolio development
processes. Case studies conducted in four countries (Lesotho, the Philippines, Suriname, and Togo)
and interviews conducted in seven countries (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Ghana, Honduras, Maldives,
Thailand, and Uganda) show that the CES has made valuable contributions to strengthening coun-
try portfolio development, ensuring alignment with national priorities and GEF-8 objectives, and
enhancing country ownership of the GEF portfolio, including the empowerment of GEF stakehold-
ers. However, as detailed below, its contribution has been more modest in increasing the visibility
of the GEF as a strategic partner, improving national policy coherence, and enhancing coordina-
tion with other funds at the country level.

CES activities have contributed to supporting country ownership of the GEF portfolio and empowering stake-
holders at different levels depending on the country context. Country ownership is a core principle of
the GEF, which has the mandate to fund programs and projects that are country-driven and based
on national priorities designed to support sustainable develop-
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Note: The total number of events is less than the sum of each geography as some events covered mare than one region.

with relatively high participation in national dialogues (9), as well as a strong emphasis on con-
stituency meetings (10). Countries from Latin America and the Caribbean, on the other hand, have
only requested three national dialogues, but have been involved in the greatest variety of activi-
ties, including the newest ones like field visits for Council members, the Gustavo Fonseca Youth
Conservation Leadership Program, and support to attend COPs.

2.3 CES role in empowering and supporting
countries to achieve higher impact

CES contribution to expected outcomes and strategic priorities

While the challenges encountered to roll out the CES have affected the scope of its implementation, the
CES has positively benefited the countries that have participated in a wider range of CES activities. Pre-
vious sections have addressed the scope of CES design and implementation, highlighting several
challenges encountered to roll out the strategy. Notwithstanding these challenges, case studies,
interviews, and survey responses indicate that countries and stakeholders engaged in a wider
range of CES activities were able to benefit meaningfully from them. This subsection focuses on
these more positive cases to offer insight into the difference the CES could make if it succeeds
in fulfilling its intended scope and achieves greater coordination and coherence across its target
countries and stakeholders.

ment (GEF Secretariat 2022). In addition to country-drivenness,
early discussions on country ownership have stressed the
importance of country-level coordination through focal points
and of stakeholder involvement at different stages of the proj-
ect cycle (GEF 1998). CES events have facilitated knowledge
and information sharing (on GEF guidelines, policies, fund-
ing opportunities, priorities, etc.), allowing for greater control
over portfolio development. They have also provided an oppor-
tunity to clearly demonstrate how the GEF portfolio aligns
with national priorities, supporting efforts to foster broader
buy-in, and enabling wider stakeholder engagement, espe-
cially through national dialogues. However, this engagement
remains mostly sporadic, with stakeholder engagement con-
centrated at key moments rather than sustained throughout
the project cycle.

While CES support has been consistent in terms of event type
and frequency across the case study countries, the nature of
its contributions has varied. In some countries, it has been
instrumental in taking initial steps toward improving portfolio
ownership and stakeholder empowerment. In others, where
country drivenness is already strong, the CES has further
deepened it. In Suriname (box 2.3), the CES has contributed
to the very first steps in addressing the challenges to national
ownership of the portfolio and the empowerment of national
stakeholdersincluding raising awareness of the facility. In con-
trast, in the Philippines, which has already achieved a strong

Box 2.3 Strategy contribution to
enhanced country ownership in
Suriname

In Suriname, the 2024 national dialogue marked
arenewed effort to support a more inclusive and
country-driven approach to GEF portfolio devel-
opment. Prior to this, no national dialogue had
taken place since 2009, and portfolio devel-
opment was largely shaped through bilateral
discussions. While functional, this approach
offered limited space for broader stakeholder
engagement.

The 2024 national dialogue introduced a more
participatory format, with small group discus-
sions around four themes. Although the time
allocated was brief and some topics, such as
chemicals and international waters, were not
covered, stakeholders saw the event as a valu-
able starting point. A framework for continued
engagement was presented, outlining steps to
strengthen partnerships and coordination.

Moving forward, deeper stakeholder engage-
ment, improved intersectoral collaboration, and
capacity building will be essential to fully realize
country ownership and ensure that national pri-
orities drive future GEF programming.
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level of country drivenness, the CES is helping to deepen it by enabling a wider range of stakehold-
ers to engage with portfolio development. However, in general, ownership of the portfolio remains
with a small set of government agencies, which require sustained support to lead portfolio devel-
opment and implementation and to facilitate broader stakeholder engagement processes.

The CES has contributed meaningfully to the strategic alignment of country portfolios with both national
development priorities and the GEF-8 Programming Directions. The CES has contributed to improved
alignment of country portfolios with national priorities by creating space during the programming
phase to inform stakeholders about how proposed projects relate to national development objec-
tives or to identify new project ideas aligned with these priorities (e.g., in Suriname and Uganda).
In the Philippines, the national dialogue also served as a platform to present project ideas or draft
portfolios in relation to national priorities as defined in the country's development plans, helping
ensure that key actors, including less-involved government stakeholders, were aware of and could
fully appreciate the alignment of proposed GEF interventions with national goals.

The CES has also supported strategic alignment of national portfolios with GEF-8 priorities by signifi-
cantly increasing awareness and understanding of GEF programming directions. \While the GEF project
approval process already ensures portfolio alignment with GEF-8 priorities, the CES has helped
streamline this process by enabling earlier dialogue and clarification of programming expecta-
tions. All the country stakeholders interviewed participated in CES events that contributed to a
better understanding of GEF-8 priorities, particularly the integrated programs. CES events helped
national stakeholders become familiar with GEF-8 policies and criteria, which are then used to
guide project selection and improve alignment with GEF expectations. In several cases, such as
during national dialogues and regional workshops, the presence of GEF Secretariat staff created
a direct opportunity to discuss the eligibility and strategic relevance of proposed projects, further
reinforcing alignment between national portfolio and GEF-8 programming goals. In the Philip-
pines, as a follow-up to the national dialogue, GEF Secretariat staff provided detailed feedback to
the OFP team on the proposed portfolio. This feedback addressed the potential eligibility of each
project and the key elements that needed to be considered to better align them with the focus of
integrated programs. This upstream guidance allows countries to better position their portfolios
within the GEF-8 framework and GEF objectives.

CES activities have contributed to improved country portfolio development by providing structured oppor-
tunities for countries to consolidate, refine, and prioritize project ideas across GEF focal areas. National
dialogues have been particularly valuable in this regard, offering a platform for governmentagen-
cies and other stakeholders to engage in technical discussions and receive guidance from the
GEF Secretariat. As illustrated below, in several cases the CES has contributed to greater clarity
on programming options and eligibility, leading to adjustments that made draft portfolios better
aligned with both country priorities and GEF focal area strategies. The CES has supported country
portfolio development in a range of ways across countries. It has helped disseminate essen-
tial information on project eligibility, the GEF-8 Programming Directions, and available funding
windows. The national dialogues and GEF-8 workshops have provided opportunities for coun-
tries to discuss draft portfolios, engage with a broad group of stakeholders, and receive direct

technical feedback from GEF Secretariat staff (box 2.4) . These
exchanges helped refine project ideas and enhance the over-
all coherence and strategic focus of country portfolios. The
CES has also raised awareness of funding windows beyond
the STAR in several countries (notably Honduras, Maldives, and
Suriname), helping stakeholders better understand opportu-
nities available under the Global Biodiversity Framework Fund
(GBFF), the Capacity-building Initiative for Transparency (CBIT),
and the Small Grants Programme (SGP), as well as in focal areas
not covered by the STAR (e.qg., international waters, chemicals
and waste). In Honduras, this awareness translated into the

development of proposals under multiple funding windows,
including for the GBFF and the CBIT; and, in Azerbaijan, into
the development of a project under the international waters
focal area. In some contexts, including Lesotho, Maldives, and
Suriname, the timing of the national dialogue limited its influ-
ence on GEF-8 programming, and its full contribution may be
more visible in subsequent programming cycles.*

CES activities contributed to initial steps toward improving
national policy coherence by creating space for discussion and
awareness-raising among participants. At several CES events,
including constituency meetings, ECWs, and national dia-
logues, the agenda explicitly addressed the need to strengthen

2. Evaluation findings
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Box 2.4 Strategy contribution to country
portfolio development in the Philippines

The Philippines National Dialogue was spe-
cifically designed to support country portfolio
development. It featured detailed presentations
of draft project concepts organized by focal area
and integrated program, followed by stakeholder
breakout sessions to prioritize and provide
feedback on the portfolio. The event concluded
with direct recommendations from GEF Sec-
retariat staff, who also held bilateral meetings
with the GEF operational focal point to further
strengthen proposals. These inputs were used
torevise and improve the overall draft portfolio,
enhancing the quality and alignment of the proj-
ect concepts with both national priorities and
GEF programming directions. Held prior to this
national dialogue, the GEF-8 Regional Workshop
for Asia and the Pacific also informed the design
of some proposed projects and contributed to
the refinement of the Philippine portfolio.

coherence across sectors and ministries to optimize the impact of GEF-financed interventions.
Discussions around the integrated programs helped highlight areas where increased coordina-
tion would be beneficial, serving as a starting point for reflection on how to align sectoral actions.
In countries including Cote dlvoire, Ghana, Lesotho, and the Philippines, these discussions (e.g.,
on food systems) prompted reflection on opportunities to improve policy coherence. High-level
participation in some national dialogues was seen by a number of stakeholders as an opportunity
to inform and influence ministerial decision-making, although evidence of follow-up is limited.
Overall, CES contributions remain focused on initiating dialogue and agenda-setting rather than
enabling specific policy shifts. As revealed through the majority of case studies and country-level
interviews, persistent gaps remain, including a limited shared understanding of what policy coher-
ence entails, frequent confusion between policy coherence and the alignment of individual projects
with one specific national policy, and insufficient preparatory analysis or stakeholder engagement
to support actionable improvements. There is still scope for enabling OF Ps to take a stronger lead-
ership role in fostering coherence across sectors and institutions. This was also seen by a number
of stakeholders interviewed as a key area for improvement.

“It should be noted that, while a handbook for OFPs was published in 2025, this strongly focuses on proj-
ect oversight, with very limited guidance provided on portfolio development and management (GEF 2025c).
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Box 2.5 Strategy contribution to
improved national policy coherence in
Lesotho

In Lesotho, CES activities have helped raise
awareness on policy coherence and foster
initial cross-sector dialogue. The 2025 South-
ern Africa Expanded Constituency Workshop
included a session on integrated approaches
and therole of institutional frameworks in align-
ing environmental and development priorities. A
key recommendation from the national dialogue
was the integration of multiple line ministries in
project concept development to improve coor-
dination and policy alignment.

These efforts have led to early steps in review-
ing key policies, with broader stakeholder input.
However, progress remains limited due to
institutional silos, lack of ongoing inclusive con-
sultation, and interministerial power dynamics.
While momentum is building, sustained efforts
are needed to translate discussion into coher-
ent, cross-sector policy action.

The CES has made a modest contribution to enhancing the visibil-
ity of the GEF at the country level, with notable variation across
events and contexts. CES events have helped raise the profile
of the GEF among stakeholders who previously had limited
awareness of its role. In both Lesotho and Suriname, some
government officials and ministries only became aware of the
GEF or specific GEF-funded projects through recent CES activ-
ities, despite long-standing involvementin the environmental
sector. In Lesotho (box 2.5), the national dialogue directly led
toincreased engagement from CSOs, as it generated a notice-
able rise in their inquiries about the SGP.

Some CES events, such as the GEF introduction seminars
and the Southern Africa ECW in 2025, explicitly presented the
GEF Communication and Visibility Policy. While presenting
the policy helped raise awareness of GEF visibility require-
ments and tools, providing a foundation for more consistent
recognition of the GEF's role in country-level activities, its
actual influence on communication practices of those directly
concerned with policy implementation remains difficult to
measure. In the Maldives, for example, visibility challenges
were observed in the context of project implementation on
the ground, where local communities tend to recognize the
contribution of implementing GEF Agencies, such as UNDP,
rather than that of the GEF itself. These examples highlight

the potential of the CES to strengthen GEF visibility, while pointing to the need for more targeted
efforts across different scales, from line ministries to communities.

The contribution of CES activities to increased coordination with other funds at the country level has been
limited. The 2021 CSP evaluation recommended the GEF Secretariat build on past efforts to collab-
orate on readiness activities with other funds, and continue to monitor developments to identify
where substantive opportunities for collaboration can be established beyond current efforts. In
recent years, multilateral climate funds have strengthened high-level commitments to increase
collaboration on country engagement, but cooperation at the operational level is still limited. There-
fore, the recommendation made by the CSP evaluation is still in the process of being addressed.

At the time of the last CSP evaluation, there had been pilot attempts at planning coordinated regional
and selected national events between the GEF and the Green Climate Fund (GCF) and discussions
were ongoing between the two funds on a potential framework for enhanced coordination. This
framework, called the Long-Term Vision on Complementarity, Coherence, and Collaboration (LTV),
was approved in 2021. Among its priorities, the LTV includes facilitation of national investment plan-
ning and knowledge exchange (GEF 2021a). In the context of the LTV, the GEF and the GCF launched
ajoint pilot to support investment planning in five countries (Bangladesh, Fiji, Jamaica, Rwanda,
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and Uganda) in partnership with the Task Force on Access to Climate Finance. Indeed, the clearest
example of a direct CES contribution comes from two pilot joint programming consultations with
the GCF in Uganda and Rwanda, organized alongside national dialogues in, respectively, December
2022 and November 2023. These engagements supported country-driven discussions on align-
ing the use of GEF and GCF resources with national climate priorities and explored opportunities
for synergistic investments. In Uganda, this led to the adoption of a programmatic investment
structure and the reorganization of the Climate Finance Unit to improve coherence across fund-
ing sources. In addition to this pilot, some CES activities have aimed to foster complementarity
by inviting representatives from other climate funds to participate in events such as national dia-
logues and ECWs. An analysis of processes and policies of both funds, including country support
and engagement, was also conducted to identify opportunities for complementarity and coher-
ence (GEF 2023c, 2024a, 2024b). Interviews indicate that this analysis is in the process of being
expanded to also include the Adaptation Fund (AF) and the Climate Investment Funds (CIF).

In December 2023, the AF, the CIF, the GCF, and the GEF issued a joint declaration, with a com-
mitment to ramp up collaboration on capacity-building support and learning (GEF 2023a). The
resulting draft joint action plan (pending approval by the GCF Board, which has requested some
comments to be addressed) includes capacity building, programming, and knowledge exchange
among its priority areas. Proposed actions in the area of capacity building and programming
include support to country-driven investment planning, the development of and engagement with
country platforms, joint capacity building and coordinated technical assistance, among others; in
the area of knowledge exchange, the focus is particularly on the development of joint knowledge
products and a joint Climate Project Explorer platform (GEF 2024b). The latter was launched in
November 2024 at COP29.

In 2024, the GEF also engaged with the International Monetary Fund on country climate finance
platformsin Benin, Cote dlvoire, Madagascar, and the Seychelles (GEF 2025b). While this engage-
ment was an emerging opportunity not contemplated under the CES, interviews and the draft
programming directions for GEF-9 indicate that it will be a priority for GEF-9, in line with the rec-
ommendations of the G20 Sustainable Finance Working Group (G20 2024; GEF 2025b) and given
the role these platforms are expected to play in enhancing policy coherence.

Despite these efforts, concrete outcomes remain scarce, and there is no clear evidence of sustained
coordination with other funds emerging from the CES beyond these isolated cases. Evidence from CES
case studies and interviews suggest that coordination is primarily perceived as being driven by
other mechanisms, such as national institutional arrangements or climate COP processes. Where
coordination is seen to occur, stakeholders often attribute it to institutional factors, such as the
co-location of GEF, GCF, and AF focal points within the same ministry (as in Honduras, Lesotho,
Maldives, and the Philippines), enabling collaboration regardless of CES involvement. Stakehold-
ers generally view these institutional arrangements as more influential than CES events in shaping
coordination. Overall, CES events have raised awareness and created entry points, but more struc-
tured and systematic approaches are needed to support coordination with other funds at scale.
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Given the recent and partial implementation of the CES, it is too early to assess the influence it has had
on the access to and use of GEF resources. Nevertheless, nearly half of survey respondents felt that
the CES contributed to its strategic priorities to a high or very high extent, with a larger propor-
tion reporting this in LDCs and a smaller proportion in SIDS (figure 2.5).

Figure 2.5 Percentage of survey respondents answering that the Country Engagement
Strategy contributed to strategic priorities to a high or very high extent

@SS @LbCs @ Other @ Total

64%
58%

46%  46% 46%  46%

Facilitated access Facilitated informed and Facilitated the sustained
to GEF resources strategic decisions impact of GEF resources

Note: LOC = least developed country; SIDS = small island developing states.

The CES has served as a key platform for the acquisition of essential information to facilitate access
to GEF resources and to make decisions. Through presentations, bilateral meetings, and guidance
materials shared during CES events, participants have gained a clearer understanding of the GEF
architecture, eligibility criteria, and full range of funding windows available. This included, in some
countries, practical insights into combining STAR allocations with non-STAR windows such as
the GBFF and the CBIT. These exchanges addressed frequent barriers to access, including lim-
ited familiarity with newer funding mechanisms and uncertainty around application processes.

CES events have also played a role in supporting the uptake of integrated programs at the national level.
By introducing countries to the objectives and structure of integrated programs, and by providing
aspace forinitial concept discussions, CES activities have encouraged countries to explore more
integrated and cross-cutting project ideas. This has included efforts to align draft project concepts
with integrated program goals and to understand how multiple sectors could be brought together
under a single intervention. In several cases, this was seen as contributing to more coherent and
potentially impactful portfolios.

While CES activities are viewed positively in terms of responding to stakeholder needs, there is a wide-
spread need for more frequent and diversified capacity building. The 2021 CSP evaluation identified
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several barriers to applying CSP-acquired knowledge and skills in the development of country
pipelines, including the need for broader reach of GEF information within governments, and the
largely theoretical character of this information, among others. To address these barriers, it was
recommended (1) to develop more customized approaches to capacity building, with consider-
ation for more flexibility as to the number of participants from each stakeholder group and their
level of capacity; and (2) to continue empowering OF Ps by better informing them on their roles in
GEF portfolio management beyond portfolio developmentand supporting their crucial facilitation
role in engaging country stakeholders.

The management response to the 2021 CSP evaluation noted that the Secretariat was explor-
ing the feasibility of options to introduce new components of the CSP that would be targeted to
specific stakeholders needs. This is reflected in the introduction of new activities targeted at dif-
ferent GEF stakeholders, such as financial support to GEF OFPs (expected to include onboarding
training for new OFPs), building execution capacity of stakeholders (targeted to national executing
agencies and CS0s), the Gustavo Fonseca Youth Conservation Leadership Program, the Field Visit
Program for Council Members, and support for country delegations and relevant stakeholders to
attend COPs to the conventions. Stakeholder empowerment series webinars are also presented as
atool to address specific training needs and promoting South-South knowledge sharing. Progress
in the implementation of some these activities at midpoint through GEF-8 was limited, however.

Sixty percent of survey respondents consider that CES activities were planned to a high or very high
extentaround their needs as GEF stakeholders. Similarly, interviews and case studies indicate that
capacity building is tailored to the extent possible to country needs, thanks to the one-to-one rela-
tionship maintained by country relations officers with countries and constituencies. For instance,
national dialogue agendas are developed by OFPs; and WhatsApp groups with OFPs have been
an effective, if informal, channel to address practical questions. A remaining challenge is how to
provide capacity building to stakeholders who are not fluent in English.

Thereis consensus among the stakeholders consulted that additional training, experience exchange
(e.g.. among SIDS), and improved information dissemination mechanisms are needed—both for
GEF focal points and for other country stakeholders—through a mix of in-person activities, virtual
training, and outreach. A positive step in this direction was the shift to biannual virtual introduc-
tion seminars, which has increased the average number of participants per seminar from 80 in
GEF-7 to 910 in GEF-8 (figure 2.6). While national dialogues remain the CES's primary space for
broader stakeholder engagement at the country level, interviews and case studies reveal limita-
tions in how these events can address the needs of diverse audiences and ensure information
retention over the course of two days. In the opinion of some interviewees, however, increased
engagement can be a challenge given the time constraints of OFPs who do not have a supporting
team and wear multiple hats.

Interest in accessing financial support for OFPs—and, to a lesser extent, support for country del-
egations and relevant stakeholders to attend COPs to the conventions—was also expressed by
several interviewees and survey respondents.
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Figure 2.6 Comparison of average number The CES's contribution to its expected outcomes and strategic pri-

of participants per activity type: Country
Engagement Strategy versus Country
Support Programme
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orities has been strongly influenced by institutional capacity and
stability, limited stakeholder awareness of CES activities, and dis-
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ing CES activities to inform national processes. Conversely,
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hindered continuity, often disrupting progress and resetting
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government officials; principal secretaries are frequently
replaced, interrupting continuity in programming and under-
mining the implementation of previously agreed-upon plans.
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were particularly pronounced in countries with less established
institutional frameworks for GEF engagement, such as Azerbai-
jan and Maldives, highlighting the need for tailored approaches
and longer-term support in such contexts.

Inclusiveness of engagement

By design, the CES is intended to broaden stakeholder engagement by bringing together a wide range of
actors—including government representatives such as GEF focal points, convention focal points, and rele-
vant line ministries; CSOs; academic institutions; private sector actors; and other nonstate participants—to
ensure a coherent, cross-sectoral approach to environmental sustainability and climate change in recipient
countries. The 2021 CSP evaluation found that the inclusiveness and diversity of event participants
had increased over time, but still varied greatly across countries, constituencies, and events; and
that participation in CSP activities often did not lead to further dialogue or collaboration on the
ground, especially in the case of CSOs. In this context, the evaluation recommended that OFPs be
provided with best practices for active and fruitful collaboration to ensure successful GEF program-
ming. The management response to the evaluation noted that the GEF Secretariat was exploring
options to “enhance inclusivity and collaboration at CSP events as one of the parameters that can
lay the groundwork for better collaboration on the ground,” for instance, by sharing best practices
(GEF 2021b, 3). The GEF-8 Programming Directions state that the CSP, as a component of the CES,
would focus on (1) broadening the engagement of stakeholders at CSP events and (2) expanding
the outreach and support to stakeholders beyond CSP events, highlighting stakeholder empow-
erment series webinars and new CES activities as instrumental to this end.

2. Evaluation findings

CES activities are widely perceived as inclusive, and participation in similar events increased between
GEF-7 and GEF-8. Although it was not possible to carry out a comprehensive analysis of CES event
participants due to significant gaps in the participant data provided as the CES lacks a standard-
ized reporting system for tracking the types of stakeholders involved in the various activities,
60 percent of survey respondents consider that CES activities were inclusive to a high or very
high extent; this is in line with the opinions gathered in interviews and case studies. Indeed, the
majority of stakeholders consulted felt that engagement through CES activities has been inclu-
sive, emphasizing both the large number of participants—particularly during national dialogues,
introduction seminars, and regional workshops—and the diversity of stakeholder groups involved.
The average number of participants per activity type increased from GEF-7 to GEF-8 (figure 2.6).
Most notably, the shift to virtual introduction seminars has increased the average number of par-
ticipants per seminar from 80 in GEF-7 to 910 in GEF-8.

Based on case studies and interviews, the range of stakeholder types participating in national
dialogues, regional workshops, and ECWs was broad and usually included government repre-
sentatives, CSOs, the private sector, academia, and GEF Agencies. This finding, however, points
to the need for continued efforts to engage the private sector, CSOs, Indigenous Peoples, and local
communities. Also, the case studies, the e-survey and direct observation indicate that virtual con-
stituency meetings have not always been effective in fostering wide and active engagement by
GEF focal points.

CES events help convene diverse stakeholders, but their contribution to sustain inclusive national
decision-making remains limited, highlighting the need for stronger follow-up and support to sustain
engagement beyond individual events. Forty-five percent of survey respondents believed that the
CES highly or very highly contributed to the inclusiveness of GEF-related decisions and processes
at the national level; this is well below the 60 percent that considers CES activities to be inclusive,
which seems to indicate persisting challenges to sustain stakeholder engagement after events.
Some events have addressed this topic directly; for instance, one full day of the 2023 Southern
Africa ECW was focused on Ensuring an Inclusive Participation of GEF Partners. In addition, inter-
views, case studies, and the e-survey suggest that CES events, in particular national dialogues, are
valued as opportunities to bring together a variety of country stakeholders—and in some cases have
resulted in increased collaboration with line ministries (as in Maldives, Suriname, Togo) and Agen-
cies (as in Azerbaijan and Honduras). In the Philippines, the national dialogue rather served as a
complement to the work of the national steering committee. Itis clear from the interviews and the
case studies conducted that some OFPs need additional support to ensure continued stakeholder
engagement beyond specific consultation activities. Financial support to GEF OFPs, a new CES
activity launched in spring 2025, holds promise to increase the capacity of OFPs to play this strate-
gicrole. The stakeholder empowerment series webinars, an activity launched in GEF-7 in response
to the COVID-18 pandemic, were not held in the first half of GEF-8, based on the portfolio analysis.

The quality and continuity of stakeholder engagement under the CES are shaped by OFP capacity, institu-
tional conditions, and structural barriers that limit meaningful and sustained participation in some contexts.
Several factors influence the quality and consistency of engagement. Among the most important
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enablers is the capacity of some OFPs to identify and involve stakeholders throughout the national
portfolio design and implementation process by leveraging networks and sustaining momentum
beyond individual events. This capacity can be constrained by OF P staff limitations, high turnover,
and competing priorities, as highlighted above. Moreover, weak institutional frameworks for GEF
engagementand the absence of ongoing support mechanisms—financial, technical, or logistical—
can limit meaningful participation and follow-up. In some instances, CSO participation is limited
to attending meetings, with no concrete agenda for future collaboration. Additionally, in contexts
where language barriers exist, as in Lesotho and Suriname, the ability of marginalized groups to
meaningfully contribute is further constrained. In Suriname, for example, difficult access to the
capital and reliance on English-speaking umbrella organizations for representation in CES activities
limit direct community input. In other cases, the role of Indigenous Peoples is mediated through a
small number of selected individuals. Several countries highlighted the need for capacity building
and strategies to better mobilize the private sector, such as in the Philippines. Where conditions
are favorable, CES activities tend to spark more active and sustained stakeholder involvement. In
other cases, engagement remains more superficial and episodic. Overall, it is clear that there are
persisting challenges in sustaining stakeholder engagement after CES activities. Financial support
to GEF OFPs, which was launched in 2025, could be instrumental in enabling OF Ps to coordinate
these engagements.

3. Conclusions and
recommendations

3.1 Conclusions

How is the CES an improvement over the CSP? To what extent has it
addressed the conclusions and the recommendations of the previous
evaluation?

As shortcomings identified by the GEF Independent Evaluation Office’s 2021 CSP evaluation have only been
addressed in part, there are still opportunities to improve CES design, management, and accountabil-
ity. The CES brings together preexisting and new country engagement activities under the same
umbrella and takes a more proactive approach to country engagement. This expanded approach
is reflected in a total allocation of $40.2 million, a significant increase over the GEF-7 allocation of
S21 million for the CSP. However, there are still opportunities to improve strategy design; strength
coordinated management within the Secretariat; establish information management, monitoring,
and reporting systems; further diversify the types of support offered to better meet the diverse
needs of GEF stakeholders; improve the timing of national dialogues; and advance collaboration
with other multilateral climate funds at the operational level. As a consequence, the CES's interven-
tion logic is not clearly articulated, and its overall coherence has been affected by the significant
modifications to its scope during implementation. There are missed opportunities to sequence
and tailor activities for greater impact, and there is limited accountability on implementation and
results. These challenges have been exacerbated by the absence of clear leadership and effective
systems for information sharing and collaboration at the operational level.

What is the progress to date on the CES's components as they are
combined to provide effective assistance to countries?

Progress in implementing the CES was slower than expected at midpoint through GEF-8, and several activi-
ties had yet to start implementation. While 40 percent of the budget allocated for CES implementation
had been committed or disbursed by November 2024, this hides significant differences across
activities, with several of the new CES activities having only recently, or not yet, started. How-
ever, there are indications that implementation of some of these activities has accelerated in the
first half of 2025. The main factors that have hindered the implementation of CES activities are,
on the one hand, the capacities of OFPs and limited awareness of demand-based CES activities,
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andon the other, the restructuring of the GEF Secretariatand an increased workload for the same
staff. Challenges within the GEF mostly affected implementation of the CES during the first year of
GEF-8, especially as multiple integrated program rollout workshops were delivered, which were
not initially planned in the strategy. The rapid rollout of the Gustavo Fonseca Youth Conserva-
tion Leadership Program was enabled by an innovative approach based on ancillary agreements,
which is in the course of being replicated for other CES activities, such as financial support for
GEF OFPs. These agreements enable the Secretariat to work with intermediary entities to deliver
funds to individual beneficiaries.

There are untapped opportunities to harness synergies across activities to increase impact. The CES was
designed as a comprehensive strategy, butits implementation shows shortcomings in that respect,
especially as some of the activities directed to support more sustained stakeholder engagement
have had limited progress so far, and the scope of OFP empowerment activities was reduced to
financial support to GEF OFPs. While implementation of integrated program rollout workshops
was timely to support resource allocation, there are persisting challenges in the timing of national
dialogues and potential synergies between these activities were insufficiently leveraged.

Participation of LDCs in CES activities has been important, but less so for SIDS. Both LDCs and SIDS have
participated in a larger number of activities relative to their representation among all GEF recip-
ient countries, although only a small proportion of national dialogues took place in SIDS. None of
the activities currently under implementation are specifically designed to address the specific
needs of LDCs and SIDS. While nearly half of all survey respondents found that the CES had facili-
tated access to GEF resources, decisions on their use, and their sustained impact to a high or very
high extent, survey respondents from LDCs were more positive than average and survey respon-
dents from SIDS were less positive than average.

How does the CES empower and support countries in achieving higher
impact?

When implemented, CES activities make small but important contributions to the strategy’s expected
outcomes. However, progress toward these outcomes is uneven and constrained by the limited
frequency and scope of events. Case studies conducted in four countries (Lesotho, the Philip-
pines, Suriname, and Togo) and interviews conducted in seven countries (Armenia, Azerbaijan,
Ghana, Honduras, Maldives, Thailand, and Uganda) show that, in countries that have benefited
from a range of CES activities, the CES has made valuable contributions to strengthening portfo-
lio development, ensuring alignment of the portfolio with national priorities and GEF-8 objectives,
and enhancing country ownership of the GEF portfolio, including the empowerment of GEF stake-
holders. The CES contribution is modest when it comes to increasing the visibility of the GEF as
a strategic partner, improving national policy coherence, and enhancing coordination with other
funds at the country level. The limited frequency and depth of CES activities for any given country
prevent them from contributing to all CES expected outcomes in each country. While CES activities
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are viewed positively in terms of responding to stakeholder needs, more frequent and diversified
capacity building is needed through a mix of in-person activities, virtual training, and outreach.

CES activities have contributed to different extents to supporting country ownership of the GEF portfolio
and empowering stakeholders depending on the country context. CES events have facilitated knowl-
edge and information sharing, allowing for greater control over portfolio development. They have
also provided an opportunity to clearly demonstrate how the GEF portfolio aligns with national pri-
orities, supporting efforts to foster broader buy-in, and enabling wider stakeholder engagement,
especially through national dialogues. In some countries, such as Suriname, the 2024 national
dialogue has been instrumental in taking initial steps toward improving portfolio ownership and
stakeholder empowerment. In others where country drivenness is already strong, such as the
Philippines, the national dialogue has enabled a wider range of stakeholders to engage with port-
folio development. However, this engagement remains mostly sporadic and concentrated at key
moments rather than sustained throughout the project cycle.

CES activities have contributed to improved country portfolio development by providing structured oppor-
tunities for countries to consolidate, refine, and prioritize project ideas. National dialogues have been
particularly valuable in this regard, offering a platform for government agencies and other stake-
holders to engage in technical discussions and receive guidance from the GEF Secretariat. In
several cases—notably Azerbaijan, Honduras, Maldives, and Suriname—the CES has contributed
to greater clarity on programming options and eligibility, leading to adjustments that made draft
portfolios better aligned with both country and GEF priorities.

CES activities contributed to initial steps toward improving national policy coherence by creating space for
discussion and awareness-raising among participants. While several CES events have addressed the
need to strengthen coherence across sectors and ministries to optimize the impact of GEF-financed
interventions, CES contributions remain focused on initiating dialogue and agenda-setting rather
than enabling specific policy shifts.

The CES has made a modest contribution to enhancing the visibility of the GEF at the country level, with
notable variation across events and contexts. CES events have provided a platform to present the GEF
Communication and Visibility Policy and helped raise the profile of the GEF among stakeholders
who previously had limited awareness of its role, but there are indications of persisting visibil-
ity challenges; this points to the need for more targeted efforts across different scales, from line
ministries to communities.

The contribution of CES activities to increased coordination with other funds at the country level has been
limited. In recent years, multilateral climate funds have strengthened high-level commitments to
increase collaboration on country engagement, but cooperation at the operational level is still
limited. In this context, the CES's contribution has consisted of two pilot joint programming con-
sultations with the Green Climate Fund in Rwanda and Uganda alongside national dialogues, and
in inviting representatives from other multilateral climate funds to participate in events such as
national dialogues and ECWs.
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Efforts to increase inclusiveness need to continue and expand heyond events. By design, the CES is
intended to broaden engagement by bringing together a wide range of stakeholders, including
government representatives (such as GEF focal points, convention focal points, and relevant line
ministries), civil society organizations, academic institutions, private sector actors, and other
nonstate participants. CES activities are widely perceived as inclusive, and participation in simi-
lar events increased between GEF-7 and GEF-8. However, the depth of this engagement remains
uneven, and its potential to support inclusive decision-making is not fully realized. Some OFPs
need additional support to sustain stakeholder engagement after CES activities.

3.2 Recommendations

The following recommendations were identified to strengthen the design, management, and out-
comes of the CES, based on the findings and conclusions presented above. Additional suggestions
for implementing these recommendations are included in the annex.

Recommendation 1: Improve CES design and accountability. As the design of the CES for GEF-9 pro-
gresses, the GEF Secretariat should ensure that the CES is grounded in a coherent and explicit
intervention logic that identifies ambitious yet realistic outcomes, and clearly articulates the
expected contribution of different CES activities and outputs to these outcomes, both individually
andinsynergy. Simple but effective information management, monitoring, and reporting systems
should be established to track implementation progress and budget expenditures.

Recommendation 2: Strengthen CES management at the operational level. In the current configuration,
where CES implementation is a shared responsibility of different divisions under the operational
leadership of the Programming Manager, the latter has a critical role to play in ensuring that the
CES is implemented as one strategy by enabling swift communication, coordination, and infor-
mation sharing among the staff engaged in different CES activities.

Recommendation 3: Provide diversified modes of engagement, improving the timing and sequencing of CES
activities to increase impact. To help countries make sustained progress in developing their capac-
ity to engage with the GEF, the GEF Secretariat should do the following:

® [Develop regional engagement plans at the beginning of the GEF-9 cycle based on a map-
ping of the diverse needs of countries and constituencies in each region in consultation with
OFPs and Council members. Country engagement roadmaps could also be developed at the
request of countries to outline how they intend to engage with the GEF during the cycle.

® \Where possible, appropriately sequence global, regional, and country-level CES activities
and ensure that key stakeholders are invited to multiple events to create synergies across
events and more sustained engagement.

® Take a more proactive approach in meeting the needs of specific categories of countries (par-
ticularly LDCs and SIDS) and stakeholders. Specifically, the GEF Secretariat should provide
comprehensive but differentiated financial and capacity-building support to OF Ps tailored
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to different levels of institutional capacity and based on transparent criteria, and improve
training, experience sharing, and information dissemination through a mix of face-to-face
activities, virtual training, and outreach products.

Recommendation 4: Disseminate the CES widely to increase its visibility and to empower OFPs and Council
members to leverage the support offered. As many country stakeholders are not aware of the support
offered by the CES, the GEF Secretariat, in collaboration with the Communications Division, should
ensure that information about this strategy—including the process for requesting demand-based
activities and key data on the progress of CES implementation—is disseminated widely and through
different channels to enhance country engagement and accountability.

Recommendation 5: To increase cost-effectiveness in GEF-9, focus on the most impactful activities and
seek synergies across capacity-building windows and with other multilateral funds. \Within the context
of ongoing efforts to increase cost-effectiveness in GEF-9, the GEF Council and the GEF Secretar-
iat should consider the following strategies to optimize country engagement:

® Maintain core country engagement activities with proven cost-effectiveness such as rollout
workshops, ECWs, national dialogues, and virtual introduction seminars.

® |dentify potential synergies the CES can establish with capacity-building windows in the GEF
family of funds, such as the Capacity-building Initiative for Transparency, enabling activities,
and support offered by the Least Developed Countries Fund and the Special Climate Change
Fund for the development and implementation of national adaptation plans.

® Join forces with multilateral climate funds, and potentially with other players in the wider
climate finance space, to sustain country engagement efforts.
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recommendations

Recommendation

Suggestion

1: Improve Country
Engagement Strategy (CES)
design and accountability

Itis suggested that the GEF Secretariat develop a theory of change or logical framework for the CES
and define SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, time-bound) indicators with four-year
targets at the activity, outcome, and impact levels to monitor and report progress.

Information management, monitaring, and reporting systems to track implementation progress and
budget expenditures could include templates for event attendance lists to collect participant data by
gender and stakeholder type, as well as post-event surveys.

2: Strengthen CES
management at the
operational level

Guidelines and templates for different types of activities could be developed and disseminated to
all GEF Secretariat staff to ensure that all benefit from the accumulated knowledge gained during 15
years of the GEF Secretariat's direct support to countries.

Leads for specific activities could be appointed and made responsible for monitoring and reporting
progress to the Programming Manager.

Event logistics could be outsourced to focus the efforts of GEF Secretariat staff on mare substantive
aspects.

3: Provide diversified modes
of engagement, improving the
timing and sequencing of CES
activities to increase impact

Regional engagement plans could outline the sequence of activities to be offered by the Secretariat in
each region during the cycle, as well as the on-request activities prioritized for the cycle, taking into
account needs and workloads. To inform these plans and country roadmaps, the GEF Secretariat could
consider developing a country engagement index based on a self-assessment administered through
an e-survey at the beginning and end of each cycle, which would help monitor country progress and
assess emerging needs.

To improve the sequencing of CES activities, upstream technical dialogues, intended as higher-level
discussions on programming, could be held at the end of GEF-8 or early in GEF-9 in preparation for
the next cycle, followed by rollout workshops and then national dialogues. Support to operational focal
points (OFPs) should be rolled out early in the cycle to strengthen their role in portfolio development
and stakeholder engagement.

To improve the mix of face-to-face activities, virtual training, and outreach products, virtual

formats could be used for events whose primary purpose is to share information (e.g., introduction
seminars), while face-to-face activities could be organized when inclusive discussion is needed (e.qg.,
constituency meetings). The GEF Secretariat could also provide summaries on GEF policy updates to
0FPs and other GEF stakeholders, potentially through a newsletter distributed via email and made
available on the GEF website.

4: Disseminate the CES widely
to increase its visibility and
to empower OFPs and Council
members to leverage the
support offered

The GEF Secretariat could post more information about the CES on the GEF website, including the
process for requesting demand-based activities and key data on the progress of CES implementation
for greater accountability. The GEF Secretariat could also issue calls with clear selection criteria for
activities such as support to attend convention conferences of the parties (COPs). This information
could also be shared at CES events and through other existing outreach channels.
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Recommendation

Suggestion

5: In a potential scenario of
funding restrictions, focus on
the most impactful activities
and seek synergies across
capacity-building windows
and with other multilateral
funds

Assess the effectiveness of financial support to GEF OFPs to determine whether it should be included
among the core activities of the CES for GEF-9.

While the Capacity-building Initiative for Transparency, enabling activities, and support offered by
the Least Developed Countries Fund and the Special Climate Change Fund for the development and
implementation of national adaptation plans respond to specific mandates from the canventions
and are implemented by GEF Agencies, it is suggested that the GEF Secretariat explore potential
opportunities to align and build on these activities, e.g., for institutional strengthening and OFP
empowerment.

To strengthen synergies with other multilateral climate funds, the GEF Secretariat could (1) establish
collabaration at the operational level by enabling information and experience exchange among funds'
staff; (2) continue experimenting with country platforms as a way to build synergies at the country
level; and (3) identify capacity-building functions that, in the medium term, can be consolidated
across funds into a joint readiness facility, as recommended by the 620 Sustainable Finance Working
Group in 2024.
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