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Foreword

The Small Grants Programme (SGP) of the Global 
Environment Facility (GEF) was established in 

1992 to provide support to local civil society organiza-
tions and community-based organizations to develop 
and implement local actions addressing global environ-
mental challenges. Since then, the SGP has occupied 
a unique place within the GEF by channeling relatively 
small, quickly disbursed grants directly to community 
actors, helping translate global environmental objec-
tives into local results.

This report presents the GEF Independent Evalua-
tion Office’s evaluation of SGP 2.0, which assessed the 
performance of the SGP during its seventh operational 
phase (OP7) and the design of its eighth operational 
phase (OP8). The report finds that OP7 remained a 
valuable and effective model, with success driven by 
strong local engagement, accessible funding, techni-
cal support, and the important role played by national 
coordinators. OP7 exceeded its environmental targets 
and showed promising sustainability through the rep-
lication and scale-up of completed projects. It also 
made progress in the inclusion of Indigenous Peoples, 
women, and persons with disabilities. At the same time, 

administrative and reporting requirements remained 
burdensome and may have discouraged smaller or 
more marginalized groups from participating. While 
OP8 introduces stronger structures, new GEF Agencies, 
and more deliberate innovation mechanisms, uncer-
tainty remains around funding, Agency participation, 
and transaction costs as the program moves into its 
next phase.

Evaluating the Transition to Small Grants Programme 
2.0 was presented to the GEF Council during its 
December 2025 meeting. Through this report, the 
GEF Independent Evaluation Office intends to share 
the findings and lessons from the assessment with 
a broader audience to inform the implementation of 
SGP 2.0 in OP8.

Geeta Batra
Director, GEF Independent Evaluation Office
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Executive summary

The seventh operational phase (OP7) of the Global 
Environment Facility’s (GEF’s) Small Grants 

Programme (SGP), implemented from 2020 to 2024, 
continued the SGP mission of delivering global envi-
ronmental benefits through community-based, civil 
society-led initiatives across GEF focal areas. The 
SGP occupies a distinctive niche in the GEF architec-
ture: it is the only GEF-financed modality that channels 
modest, rapidly disbursed resources directly to civil 
society and community-based organizations (CSOs/
CBOs), thereby turning global environmental objectives 
into local action.

This evaluation by the GEF’s Independent Evaluation 
Office assessed the relevance and effectiveness of the 
SGP during OP7 while informing the strategic evolution 
toward OP8, which introduces the structural reforms of 
SGP 2.0. It informs the Eighth Comprehensive Evalua-
tion of the GEF (OPS8).

The evaluation covered the SGP’s United Nations Devel-
opment Programme–implemented global program 
and the upgraded country programs that function as 
stand-alone full-size projects. It considered the very 
early days of planning toward the delivery of OP8, 
including the onboarding of new GEF Agencies (Con-
servation International and the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations). It also took into 
account the new facilities being launched under 
SGP 2.0: the CSO Challenge Program, led by the Interna-
tional Union for Conservation of Nature; and the World 
Bank–led Global Microfinance Initiative for Locally Led 
Action.

The findings reflect not only the achievements and 
ongoing relevance of the SGP but also the challenges 
encountered during a period of institutional change 
and expansion. Findings are intended to inform policy 
makers in the GEF Council, the GEF Agencies, and par-
ticipating governments ahead of implementation of OP8 
and future operational phases.

Main findings
SGP success is primarily attributed to strong local engage-
ment, access to funding, and the availability of technical 
support, with 84 percent of survey respondents rating SGP 
grants as effective. The role of national coordinators is 
crucial, as their sustained efforts and strategic guid-
ance significantly contribute to project success.

The SGP has significantly enhanced the capacities of hun-
dreds of CSOs and CBOs, affecting thousands of individuals 
each year. Its efforts are further strengthened by Grant-
maker Plus initiatives, which offer additional support 
through training, institutional development, peer net-
working, and policy engagement—extending beyond 
the SGP’s primary role of providing small grants. The 
steady number of projects and the growing number of 
individuals receiving training indicate a sustained and 
potentially expanding impact on local communities. 
This reflects a strong commitment to enhancing orga-
nizational and technical skills, which are essential for 
grassroots development. 
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Core indicators reveal that all intended environmental tar-
gets were significantly exceeded in OP7. However, the shift 
from reporting results annually to a cumulative format 
introduced the potential for double counting. Addition-
ally, survey data indicate that 37 percent of respondents 
view SGP administrative and reporting requirements 
as challenging. These bureaucratic complexities could 
potentially limit the involvement of smaller groups, 
including women and Indigenous communities.

OP7 has demonstrated significant progress in achieving sus-
tainability. Available reports indicate that 566 completed 
projects were replicated or scaled up by partners. 
Critical factors contributing to this success include pro-
moting community ownership, securing cofinancing, 
involving government stakeholders early, and demon-
strating tangible livelihood benefits, which incentivize 
the maintenance of environmental results.

The SGP has made concerted efforts to enhance inclusive-
ness and the representation of marginalized groups, including 
Indigenous Peoples, women, and persons with disabilities. The 
involvement of Indigenous Peoples in SGP projects has 
shown modest progress, with participation increasing 
from 20 percent in the OP6 to 22 percent in OP7. This 
engagement has been facilitated by establishing Indig-
enous Peoples’ focal points in 32 country programs and 
enhanced outreach efforts in 36 programs. The SGP has 
prioritized the involvement of women in project lead-
ership and decision-making roles, aiming to achieve 
empowerment outcomes. Also, the SGP has set a target 
of engaging youth and persons with disabilities in at 
least 35 percent of country programs. Tracking of inclu-
sion of persons with disabilities began in 2019–20; by 
2023–24, 50 organizations for persons with disabilities 
were participating in SGP projects.

OP8 has strengthened administrative processes and guid-
ance, improving overall operational efficiency. Yet there is no 
clear evidence that transaction costs have decreased. 
The mandated 72 percent ratio of grant to nongrant 

expenditures remains difficult for GEF Agencies to 
meet, often requiring internal subsidies and adding 
financial and administrative strain, even though the 
requirement is intended to enhance community-level 
impact.

The transition from the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme to other Agencies has introduced considerable 
uncertainty. Countries that previously secured pre-
dictable funding through the SGP upgraded countries 
program must now compete for System for Transpar-
ent Allocation of Resources (STAR) funds to top up their 
global allocations. This competition poses allocation 
challenges, particularly for biodiversity-rich coun-
tries. Moreover, the process of selecting Agencies to 
participate in the SGP was problematic, as the crite-
ria for Agency selection were not widely available. This 
opacity, combined with the high cost of doing business 
as an Agency under the SGP, may deter other GEF Agen-
cies from participating.

Despite these operational hurdles, the SGP has evolved 
from ad hoc innovation to a more structured, programwide 
approach to innovation. Key findings from a document 
review highlight that innovation under OP7 is multi-
faceted, encompassing technological advancements, 
novel community engagement strategies, and finan-
cial and policy initiatives. OP8 is advancing innovation 
by introducing structured mechanisms such as the 
CSO Challenge Program and the Global Microfinance 
Initiative for Locally Led Action. The Food and Agricul-
ture Organization of the United Nations contributes to 
innovation by providing incubation and acceleration 
services, leveraging internal expertise and online plat-
forms to improve proposal quality and local capacity. 
Collectively, these efforts mark a shift from ad hoc proj-
ects to a deliberate ecosystem designed to nurture and 
scale CSO-led innovation at both grassroots and policy 
levels.
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Introduction1
The Global Environment Facility (GEF) created the Small Grants Programme 

(SGP) in 1992 with the purpose of channeling support to local community-based 
organizations (CBOs) for addressing global environmental problems. This follow-up 
evaluation to the Third Joint GEF-UNDP [United Nations Development Programme] 
Evaluation of the SGP was commissioned to assess the performance and strate-
gic evolution of the SGP under its seventh operational phase (OP7), with particular 
emphasis on the program’s transition toward the new model for SGP approved under 
GEF-8—SGP 2.0.

The primary objective is to inform the Eighth Comprehensive Evaluation of the GEF (OPS8), which 
is being conducted by the GEF Independent Evaluation Office (IEO). This evaluation aimed to 
provide an evidence-based analysis of relevance, coherence, effectiveness, efficiency, 
sustainability, and impact. It was designed to examine the extent to which the SGP has 
addressed the recommendations of the Third Joint GEF-UNDP Evaluation (annex A), 
is aligned with GEF-7 strategic priorities, and has adapted to the transformational 
goals set for SGP 2.0 under GEF-8. The evaluation also serves to inform discussions 
on future reforms and institutional arrangements for GEF-9, ensuring greater inclu-
sivity, country ownership, and readiness for transformative change.

The evaluation serves a dual accountability and learning function. It is aimed at informing 
the GEF Council, the GEF Secretariat, the GEF Agencies involved with the SGP—Con-
servation International, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO), the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), UNDP, and the World 
Bank—the UNDP Central Programme Management Team (CPMT), country stakehold-
ers, and donors.

Key evaluation questions include the following:

	l How have the operational modalities of the SGP evolved, and to what extent are 
these addressing the recommendations and findings of the 2021 joint evaluation?
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	l Are the updated design and implementation plans of 
SGP 2.0 consistent with the revised strategy?

	l To what extent is the operationalization of the exe-
cution modalities coherent with the overarching SGP 
policy goals, principles, and objectives?

	l What are the identifiable results of the SGP in 
2021–24?

	l Based on current knowledge, is SGP 2.0 better 
equipped to deliver environmental and socio-
economic results?

For OP7, the evaluation covers the period from its launch 
in April 2020 through June 2024. For OP8, the evalu-
ation covers the period from July 2024 through June 
2025. These dates were selected to provide continuity 
with the joint evaluation, which covered implementa-
tion up to March 2020; and to include as much updated 
data as possible to account for the OP8 inception period 
under SGP 2.0.

1.1	 Scope
The evaluation covers the UNDP-implemented global 
program, and the upgraded country programs (UCPs) 
that function as stand-alone full-size projects. It con-
siders the very early days of planning toward the 
delivery of OP8, which covers 135 countries, separated 
into two groups covered by

	l Tranche 1 funding: $137.5 million committed in GEF 
grants at Chief Executive Officer (CEO) endorsement 
in August 2024, and implemented through UNDP; or

	l Tranche 2 funding: $95.1 million in GEF grants at proj-
ect identification form (PIF) approval in November 
2024, and implemented through Conservation Inter-
national, FAO, and UNDP. 

It also took into account new facilities launched in 
OP8 under SGP 2.0: the $10 million IUCN-led CSO [Civil 
Society Organization] Challenge Program, and the 

$10 million World Bank–led Global Microfinance Initia-
tive for Locally Led Action.1 

The evaluation encompassed the results of the SGP 
global program implemented by UNDP, those of the 
UCPs, and the preparatory and early operational 
phases of SGP 2.0, including the onboarding of new 
GEF Agencies (FAO, Conservation International, IUCN, 
and the World Bank) and the design of new strategic 
instruments. The evaluation also considers strategic 
initiatives and special initiatives under OP7 and OP8, 
and activities that fall within the scope of Grantmaker 
Plus, such as knowledge platforms and information 
dissemination. 

1.2	 Methodology
Guided by the concept note, the evaluation used a 
mixed-methods approach, using qualitative and quan-
titative tools for data collection and triangulation. The 
analysis combined primary qualitative evidence with 
quantitative analysis of grant performance data, finan-
cial reports, and portfolio-level results.

In line with international evaluation standards and the 
evaluation terms of reference, the evaluation assessed 
the SGP across six key evaluation criteria: relevance, 
coherence, effectiveness, efficiency, sustainability, 
and impact. Each criterion was explored with refer-
ence to the global program and UCPs and distinctions 
were made between achievements under OP7 and early 
implementation of SGP 2.0 under GEF-8 as described 
below and captured in table 1.1.

	l Relevance: The evaluation looked at the alignment of 
SGP 2020–24 programming with evolving global and 
national priorities. This also helped determine how 
well the evolution of the SGP’s operational modalities 

1 A third facility, the SGP Global Learning Platform, is under 
development and was not included in the scope of this 
evaluation.

https://www.gefieo.org/content/dam/partners/ieo/docs/mgr/support-docs/SGP-Concept-Note-2025.pdf
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align with previous recommendations and global 
environmental objectives.

	l Coherence. The evaluation assessed the consis-
tency of programming with SGP policy goals and 
with SGP 2.0’s updated design and implementation 
arrangements. It determined the extent to which 
the SGP articulates, coordinates with, and scales 
through other GEF programming.

	l Effectiveness. The evaluation analyzed measures 
of effectiveness (results and impact achieved) 
during SGP 2020–24 using the portfolio review, and 
determined whether the execution modalities and 

programmatic changes could lead to better effec-
tiveness in reaching intended outcomes.

	l Efficiency. The evaluation analyzed operational 
improvements in the latest cycle of the SGP and in 
SGP 2.0 and assessed whether they enhanced the 
program’s capacity to deliver results with the avail-
able resources.

	l Sustainability. The evaluation examined the sustain-
ability of SGP 2020–24 projects and determined 
whether SGP 2.0 is more effectively positioned to 
ensure long-term benefits for communities and 
ecosystems.

Table 1.1  Evaluation criteria and questions

Criterion Small Grants Programme (SGP) SGP 2.0 Data source

Relevance
How relevant are the projects and 
programs delivered under SGP 2020–24 to 
the SGP programming orientations?

How have the operational modalities of SGP evolved, 
and are they addressing prior recommendations?

Document review, 
portfolio review, 
interviews, survey

Coherence

Are the programs and projects delivered 
under SGP coherent with SGP priorities 
and operational modalities?

	l Are the updated design and implementation plans 
of SGP 2.0 consistent with the revised strategy?

	l To what extent have forthcoming changes 
affected delivery of programs and projects so far?

Document review, 
key informant 
interviews, focus 
group discussions, 
survey

Effectiveness

	l Have results been achieved as 
planned? 

	l To what extent were the programs 
and projects inclusive of vulnerable or 
excluded groups?

	l What is the likelihood of results being achieved? 
	l To what extent have the recommendations of the 

third joint evaluation been applied?
	l Is the new SGP modality more helpful for 

fostering inclusiveness? Portfolio review, 
document review, 
interviews, survey 

Efficiency

	l Have there been improvements 
in efficiency since the third joint 
evaluation?

	l What are the key elements of efficiency 
under current SGP modalities?

	l Is SGP 2.0 better equipped (technically, 
technologically, financially, institutionally) to 
deliver environmental and socioeconomic results?

	l Is the SGP better equipped to use its resources 
efficiently?

Sustainability

Are the programs and projects delivered 
in 2020–24 sustainable, and are they likely 
to continue to deliver results even after 
the change in operational modalities?

What are the long-term implications of the new 
modalities for community-led environmental 
initiatives?

Case studies, 
interviews, 
document review

Impact

	l What identifiable results can be 
observed from 2020–24?

	l Have there been any innovations or 
changes?

	l What is the likelihood of impact from SGP 2.0 
programs and projects? 

	l Is SGP 2.0 more conducive to innovativeness?

Portfolio review, 
country evaluation 
reports

x
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	l Impact. The evaluation identified measurable envi-
ronmental and socioeconomic outcomes from OP7.

Attention was also given to scalability and replicabil-
ity, innovation, and inclusion as cross-cutting themes. 

The evaluation team used the following methods.

	l Portfolio review. A rapid review of operational and 
financial data from UNDP CPMT systems and GEF 
reports was performed, including project imple-
mentation reports, SGP annual monitoring reports 
(AMRs), and grant databases. The review covered 
2,393 grants active or completed under OP7. This 
review also included an analysis of results achieved 
under the SGP for the 14 countries who were oper-
ating as UCPs.

	l Document review. To understand results of OP7 and the 
process of moving toward OP8, the evaluation team 
undertook an analysis of key documents, including 
PIFs, CEO endorsement documents, UNDP project 
documents, SGP AMRs, case studies and exam-
ples provided by UNDP or the GEF IEO, the GEF-7 
and GEF-8 Programming Directions, GEF Council 
decisions, SGP operational guidelines and country 
program strategies, and GEF management action 
records.

	l Key informant interviews. Semistructured interviews 
were conducted with stakeholders across the GEF 
partnership (annex B), including GEF Secretariat 
staff; UNDP, Conservation International, IUCN, and 
FAO teams; and CPMT members. Interview questions 
were tailored to explore institutional arrangements, 
delivery efficiency, and readiness for SGP 2.0. 

	l Focus group discussions. Two focus group discussions 
were held with national program coordinators and 
representatives of UCPs with the support of UNDP, 
gathering insights on implementation experience, 
strategic coherence, and operational risks.

	l Online survey. A structured survey (annex C) was 
administered to SGP stakeholders across regions, 
programs, and special initiatives. A total of 558 

responses were received from CSO grantees, coun-
try teams, and national steering committee (NSC) 
members, as well as others representing GEF Agen-
cies and the UNDP CPMT. 

1.3	 Limitations
The evaluation faced a few key limitations: 

	l It was not possible to conduct in-person country visits, 
which prevented a more in-depth verification of on-the-
ground results and direct, in-person discussions with 
grantees and beneficiaries. The evaluation team held 
targeted discussions with key personnel in most 
Agencies; however, due to lack of time or lack of 
responses, the number of meetings were limited and 
one Agency was not able to participate in interviews. 
This lack was partly mitigated by the survey—which 
attracted 558 responses from 102 countries, with 
over 67 percent of respondents from civil society 
(nongovernmental organizations [NGOs] and private 
sector)—and the focus group discussions, along with 
additional case study information provided by UCP 
managers and UNDP.

	l Other than tranche 1 for the global program, which is to 
be implemented by UNDP, all other elements of the new 
SGP 2.0 were under development at the time of the evalu-
ation. While PIFs were available, final CEO-endorsed 
documents for programs implemented by Conser-
vation International, FAO, IUCN, and the World Bank 
were not available for analysis.

	l The complexity of overlapping programming modali-
ties (e.g., global program, CSO Challenge Program, Global 
Microfinance Initiative for Locally Led Action) constrained 
comparability across experiences. 

	l Findings related to SGP 2.0 reflect only its very early-stage 
implementation. This means that outcomes associated 
with new modalities remain unknown, since imple-
mentation had not yet begun on the ground at the 
time of writing.
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Portfolio overview2
The SGP, for its seventh OP, was designed along an axis of eight strategic initia-

tives: community-based conservation of threatened ecosystems and species; 
sustainable agriculture and fisheries, and food security; low-carbon energy access 
co-benefits; local to global coalitions for chemicals and waste management; catalyz-
ing sustainable urban solutions; CSO-government-private sector policy and planning 
dialogue platforms; enhancing social inclusion; and monitoring and evaluation (M&E) 
and knowledge management.

2.1	 Summary of OP7 portfolio
During OP7, the SGP approved $139.9 million in grants for the period from 2020 to 2024, 
benefiting both the global and upgraded country programs. Table 2.1 summarizes the 
annual breakdown of funds. The majority of the grant funding (about 80–90 percent 
annually) came from GEF core and System for Transparent Allocation of Resources 
(STAR) allocations, totaling $122.7 million; the remaining 10–20 percent ($17.2 million) 
came from non-GEF sources. This demonstrates the program’s continued reliance 
on GEF resources, supplemented by modest non-GEF funding. 

Overall, trends indicate that although annual grant approvals varied—likely due to pro-
gramming cycles or availability of funds—cofinancing exhibited a consistent upward 
trend, reflecting strong engagement from partners in both cash and in-kind contri-
butions. Cofinancing from governments and partners was substantial, amounting 
to $34.41 million, $24.67 million, $35.43 million, and $37.71 million over the respective 
years (SGP 2024a). 

Under the global program, a total of 3,450 grants were disbursed between 2020 and 
2024 in 118 countries; 520 grants were disbursed in 14 countries under UCPs. 
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Regional distribution
Africa consistently received the largest share of funding each 
year. Figure 2.1 shows total annual funding distribution 
by region, and each region’s percentage of total OP7 
funding, including for the global and upgraded coun-
try programs. Cumulatively, African countries secured 
approximately $109.3  million, which accounts for 
roughly one-third of the total funding and is the high-
est among all regions. The Latin America and Caribbean 
and Asia and Pacific regions followed, receiving 
$97.6 million and $90.2 million, respectively, with the 
former representing 29 percent of OP7 funding and the 
latter 27 percent.

Thematic area distribution
SGP grants in OP7 focused on seven key areas, but funding 
was predominantly concentrated in a few areas. Biodiversity 
projects received the largest share of funding, while cli-
mate change mitigation and land degradation followed 
as the next two largest categories. 

Figure 2.2 illustrates funding by focal area. Cumulatively, 
biodiversity initiatives were funded at $149.6 million 
over the 2020–24 period, accounting for approximately 
45 percent of all SGP funds in OP7. This reflects the 
SGP’s strong emphasis on biodiversity conservation, 
which remained the top priority each year, with funding 

Table 2.1  Small Grants Programme grant funding and cofinancing by year (million $)

Year GEF grants (core + STAR) Other grants (non-GEF) Total grants Cofinancing

2020–21 31.75 7.64 39.39 34.41

2021–22 22.57 3.76 26.33 24.67

2022–23 38.22 1.77 39.99 35.43

2023–24 30.17 4.03 34.20 37.71

Total 122.71 17.20 139.91 132.22

Sources: SGP 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024a.
Note: STAR = System for Transparent Allocation of Resources. Data include both GEF and non-GEF funding for both global and upgraded country 
programs.

Figure 2.1  Regional distribution of Small Grants 
Programme OP7 funding

Africa
Arab States
Asia and Pacific
Europe and CIS
Latin Am. and Carib.33+5+27+6+29+z33%

$109 mil.

29%
$98 mil.

27%
$90 mil.6%

$20 mil.
5%

$18 mil.

Sources: SGP 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024a.
Note: CIS = Commonwealth of Independent States. OP7 = seventh 
operational phase. Data include both GEF and non-GEF funding for both 
global and upgraded country programs.

Figure 2.2  Focal area Small Grants Programme OP7 
funding

45+7+7+4+18+3+16+z7% 
$22 mil.

45% 
$150 mil.

3% 
$11 mil.

19%
$64 mil.

4% 
$12 mil.

Biodiversity
Capacity development
Chemicals and waste
Climate adaptation
Climate mitigation
International waters
Land degradation

16% 
$55 mil.

7% 
$22 mil.

Sources: SGP 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024a.
Note: OP7 = seventh operational phase. Data include both GEF and non-
GEF funding for both global and upgraded country programs.
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increasing from $38.55 million in 2020–21 to $44.42 mil-
lion in 2023–24. Climate change mitigation emerged as 
the second-largest focal area (19 percent of total OP7 
funding), and land degradation projects followed as the 
third-largest focal area (16 percent). Together, biodiver-
sity, climate change mitigation, and land degradation 
accounted for around 80 percent of overall OP7 funding.

2.2	 Grantmaker Plus
Grantmaker Plus programming is additional to the port-
folio reported above and reflects the SGP’s dedicated 
capacity-building efforts that extend the program beyond 
its core small grants function. Launched during OP6, 
Grantmaker Plus delivers targeted support—including 
training, institutional strengthening, peer networks, and 
policy engagement facilitation—to help CSOs and CBOs 
grow, share knowledge, and influence environmental 
governance. By integrating these cross-cutting activi-
ties under one umbrella,the SGP ensures that local CSOs 
and CBOs not only receive funding but also build the 
skills, partnerships, and institutional resilience needed 
for sustained impact (GEF 2020).

Grantmaker Plus activities were financed through two 
channels:

	l Regular small grants (grant component). All country‐
level Grantmaker Plus support—including peer 
exchanges, CSO-government dialogues, training 
workshops, South-South knowledge exchanges—is 
delivered as grants to national CSO/CBO grantees, 
drawn from the $39 million core small grants enve-
lope allocated under tranche 1 (part 1A) of the OP7 
project budget.

	l Country operational budgets and technical assistance 
(nongrant component). Additional capacity-building 
inputs (e.g., international and local consultants, 
workshops facilitation, database support) flow from 
the $22.54 million nongrant budget lines that under-
pin Grantmaker Plus implementation at the country 
and global levels.

2.3	 Upgraded country 
portfolio
Portfolio from GEF-5 to GEF-7
The UCP, introduced in GEF-5, converted the most mature 
SGP country programs into stand-alone, full-size GEF proj-
ects funded directly from their national STAR allocations rather 
than the central core fund. UCPs gave host governments 
multiyear funding tranches and programmatic flexibil-
ity to scale proven interventions and mentor newer SGP 
teams. The initiative was aimed at expanding the SGP’s 
reach without enlarging the core fund; it did so through 
STAR investments, which meant that each UCP—unlike 
projects under the global program—followed standard 
GEF rules on budgeting, M&E, and reporting. As of OP8, 
in line with the new SGP 2.0, the upgrading policy has 
been discontinued.

Table 2.2 breaks down the distribution of UCP financ-
ing by GEF replenishment period since its inception in 
GEF-5. In total, there have been 35 projects amount-
ing to $128.19 million in grants and $200.51 million in 
cofinancing in the UCP portfolio. During the report-
ing period, 14 countries were implementing UCPs. 
Kazakhstan, the last country to be upgraded, was the 
only additional country since the third joint evaluation. 
Although the number of upgraded countries and prom-
ised cofinancing increased from GEF-5 to GEF-7, the 
GEF grant amount in each replenishment period has 
remained at the same level.

Although countries are no longer upgrading in GEF-8, the 
requested portion of each country’s STAR allocation can still 
be assigned to the SGP global program. Additionally, each 
previously upgraded country will receive a core fund 
allocation equal to that of other SGP countries partici-
pating in OP8. Table 2.3 compares the STAR allocations 
for each country under the upgraded programs in GEF-7 
with the combined STAR and SGP core allocations in 
GEF-8. While most countries will receive amounts com-
parable to those in GEF-7, Indonesia will see the largest 
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Distribution of UCPs by region and focal 
area
Figure 2.3 illustrates the four regions where countries 
have been upgraded. The distribution of GEF grant 
amounts is proportional to the number of UCPs in each 
region, with Latin America and the Caribbean being the 
largest, followed by Asia and Africa. The only country to 
be upgraded in Europe and Central Asia is Kazakhstan. 

Figure 2.4 indicates that the work in a large major-
ity of the UCPs are multifocal. The distribution of GEF 
grant amounts is proportional to the number of proj-
ects within the same focal area.

Table 2.2  Distribution of upgraded country program 
financing by GEF replenishment period

Period
No. of 

programs

GEF grant 
amount  

(million $)

Promised 
cofinancing 
(million $)

GEF-5 9 43.19 46.54

GEF-6 12 40.00 71.46

GEF-7 14 45.00 82.51

Total 35 128.19 200.51

Source: GEF Portal as of June 2025. 
Note: GEF grant amount includes GEF grant, project preparation grant, 
and Agency fee.

Table 2.3  Funding for UCP countries in GEF-7 and 
GEF-8 (million $)

Country
GEF-7 STAR amount 

in UCP
GEF-8 STAR and 

SGP core amount

Bolivia 2.20 1.93

Brazil 5.00 4.94

Costa Rica 2.35 2.16

Ecuador 2.00 1.94

Egypt, Arab Rep. 2.35 2.36

India 5.00 5.94

Indonesia 4.00 5.94

Kazakhstan 2.00 1.34

Kenya 3.00 0.94

Malaysia 2.85 3.14

Mexico 5.00 5.94

Peru 2.20 2.94

Philippines 5.00 5.94

Sri Lanka 2.05 2.84

Source: GEF Portal as of June 2025.
Note: SGP = Small Grants Programme; STAR = System for Transparent 
Allocation of Resources; UCP = upgraded country program. STAR amount 
includes GEF grant, project preparation grant, and Agency fee. GEF-8 
SGP core amount across the four global programs in tranche 1 and 
tranche 2 totals $937,500 for each country.

Figure 2.4  Distribution of funding for upgraded 
country programs by focal area

13+87+z Biodiversity
Multifocal

13%
$16 mil.

(5)

87%
$112 mil.

(30)

Source: GEF Portal as of June 2025.
Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate number of programs.

Figure 2.3  Distribution of funding for upgraded 
country programs by region

Africa
Asia and Pacific
Europe and CIS
Latin Am. and Carib.14+35+4+47+z

14%
$18 mil. 

(5)

4%
$5 mil. (2)

35%
$45 mil. 

(12)

47%
$61 mil. 

(16)

Source: GEF Portal as of June 2025.
Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate number of programs.

increase (48 percent), and Kenya will experience the 
largest reduction (69 percent).
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2.4	 Toward OP8: a portfolio 
in transition
The GEF Council endorsed the SGP 2.0 implementation 
arrangements for GEF-8 in December 2022, and the GEF 
Secretariat issued the SGP 2.0 operational guidelines for 
GEF-8 in February 2024 (GEF 2022, 2024a). The intent was 
to (1) align the SGP more closely with the GEF-8 strategy 
and its integrated programs, (2) extend implementation 
roles to other GEF Agencies, and (3) mainstream private 
sector and multistakeholder engagement.

SGP 2.0 replaces the upgrading policy with an equal‐share 
core allocation for all 135 OP8 participating countries, com-
plemented by voluntary STAR top-ups (up to 10 percent of 
country STAR allocations). Two special initiatives—the 
SGP CSO Challenge Program (GEF ID 11757) led by IUCN 
and the Global Microfinance Initiative for Locally Led 
Action (GEF ID 11901) led by the World Bank—aim to fur-
ther strengthen the global program.

Global governance is anchored in an expanded SGP Global 
Steering Committee, chaired by the GEF Secretariat. The 
committee provides strategic oversight and updates 
operational guidelines in consultation with UNDP, FAO, 
Conservation International, and other Agencies; these 
entities also collaborate through an inter-Agency task 
force. Each country develops a country program strat-
egy that is intended to align with national priorities and 
sets out objectives and resources for SGP initiatives. 

At the country level, multistakeholder NSCs oversee participa-
tory grant decision-making. The committees—the majority of 
whose members must be CSOs—ensure that core and STAR 
resources are deployed against national priorities. Moni-
toring, reporting, and results—including compliance with 
GEF core indicators and SGP-specific metrics on social 
inclusion and livelihoods—are formalized in the operational 
guidelines, with periodic evaluations and an emphasis on 
cost efficiency and harmonized indicator guidance.

For OP8, funding was approved in tranches in order to speed 
up processing and avoid interruptions in programming for 
countries that elected to remain with UNDP. UNDP manages 
tranche 1, while tranche 2 and the special initiatives 
are delivered by UNDP, FAO, Conservation Interna-
tional, IUCN, and the World Bank; the Agencies all follow 
standard GEF requirements on budgeting, M&E, and 
reporting. Grantmaking under OP8 is focused on five 
thematic priorities directly mapped to GEF-8 integrated 
programs: community-based management of threat-
ened ecosystems and species; sustainable agriculture 
and fisheries, and food security; low-carbon energy 
access and co-benefits; chemicals and waste man-
agement; and catalyzing sustainable urban solutions.

At the time of this writing, funding had been approved for 
tranche 1 of the global program. CEO endorsement doc-
uments were being prepared for tranche 2 and the other 
four Agency-specific programs, as were preliminary 
discussions for the creation of a knowledge platform. 
Funding for OP8 will be allocated as shown in table 2.4.

Table 2.4  Indicative financing and cofinancing under OP8 (million $)

OP8 workstream Lead Agency GEF project financing Cofinancing
Global program: tranche 1 (GEF ID 11285) UNDP 137.54 35.00
Global program: tranche 2 (GEF ID 11719) Conservation International 4.69 6.30
Global program: tranche 2 (GEF ID 11698) FAO 19.08 17.50
Global program: tranche 2 (GEF ID 11726) UNDP 71.31 65.42
SGP CSO Challenge Program (GEF ID 11757) IUCN 10.00 4.50
Global Microfinance Initiative for Locally Led Action (GEF ID 11901) World Bank 10.00 990.00

Source: GEF Portal as of June 2025.
Note: GEF grant amount includes GEF grant, project preparation grant, and Agency fee.
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3 Findings

3.1	 Relevance
Relevance under OP7
During OP7, the SGP continued to be highly relevant to evolving global and local envi-
ronmental priorities, the GEF’s declared aim of empowering local CSOs to deliver global 
environmental benefits, national priorities, and the stated objectives of the Rio con-
ventions. The evaluation team analyzed the project documents for OP7 and found 
that there was significant continuity with the previous operational phases of the SGP.

The SGP continues to occupy a distinctive niche in the GEF architecture and partnership. It is 
still the only GEF-financed modality that channels small grants directly to civil society 
and community organizations, thereby turning global environmental objectives into 
local action. Its relevance was praised and recognized by civil society stakeholders 
within the broader GEF partnership, as captured in interviews and survey responses.

Under OP7, the SGP theory of change posits a causal chain from community action to global 
environmental benefits. This theory of change is in line with previous programmatic 
frameworks for the SGP, and is based on the premise that modest, targeted grants 
to civil society and community organizations can catalyze locally owned interven-
tions whose demonstrated success can generate broader uptake and, ultimately, 
measurable global environmental benefits. In practice, small grants (typically up to 
$50,000, with some up to $150,000 for strategic projects) fund community‐driven 
activities—such as biodiversity-friendly natural resource management, climate-smart 
agriculture, and renewable energy pilots—that yield concrete outputs (e.g., demon-
stration plots, policy briefs, capacity-building workshops). These outputs are designed 
to trigger immediate outcomes: adoption of sustainable practices by local authori-
ties and CSOs, establishment of multistakeholder dialogue platforms and replication 
funds, and incorporation of proven approaches into municipal or national policies. 
The theory of change’s causal chain from community to global environmental benefits 
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was explicitly and convincingly argued in the project 
documents for OP7 and OP8 and well linked to evolv-
ing current environmental priorities, as well as to the 
priorities of the main multilateral environmental agree-
ments (GEF 2020, 2024b). 

The documents also clearly related the interventions to the 
ultimate beneficiaries (grassroots CSOs, Indigenous Peoples, 
women, youth) and their needs in the context of environmental 
conservation and global environmental benefits. Consistent 
with the findings of previous evaluations and aligned 
to the renewed calls for integrated approaches to envi-
ronmental conservation, OP7 adopts landscape and 
seascape approaches and approves increased levels 
of grant funding for “scaling up and to support initia-
tives that cover many communities, either within in a 
critical landscape or seascape, or toward a thematic 
priority” (UNDP 2020, 10). A renewed priority was also 
placed on innovation and private sector engagement.

At the design stage, the scope of planned interventions for 
OP7 was realistic and did not depart significantly, in financial 
terms or in terms of targets, from the scope of OP6 program-
ming. The OP7 design remained focused on proven 
delivery methods and on grants of less than $50,000, 
while allowing for a special window for larger grants 
that have proven scalability and potential for innovation. 

OP7 programming was also aligned to the realities of 
post-COVID delivery, where uncertainties remained and risks 
were still high. Risks were identified with adequate mit-
igation plans. By June 2024, the program reported 
that it had surpassed midterm hectare targets and 
reached 706,915 direct beneficiaries (SGP 2021, 2022, 
2023, 2024a).

OP7 also built explicit mechanisms to take successful grants 
to scale and keep them running after GEF funding ended. 
For example, 10 percent of the grant envelope was set 
aside for Grantmaker Plus replication funds, enabling 
country teams to regrant additional resources to suc-
cessful pilots that could be expanded across a whole 
landscape or seascape. The CSO-government–private 

sector policy dialogue window also intended at least 
25 national platforms and four global events to embed 
community lessons in national biodiversity strategies 
and action plans, nationally determined contributions, 
and other national instruments—so that practices con-
tinue under public budgets after the grant cycle.

Respondents to the survey also confirmed a high level 
of relevance and alignment to national priorities, with 
98 percent of nongovernmental respondents rating the 
SGP as moderately to highly aligned to national prior-
ities and to the needs of local communities and CSOs.

Sustainability and relevance were integrated institutionally 
through the CSO-majority NSCs. Also, OP7 piloted the trans-
fer of execution to national NGOs in countries such as 
Indonesia and Cook Islands, anchoring know-how and 
fiduciary systems locally. OP7 programming also sought 
to enhance M&E systems to ensure knowledge trans-
fer, and prepare for the transition to the new SGP 2.0 
model. Together, these features demonstrate that OP7 
interventions were relevant, realistic, and deliberately 
structured for scalability and long-term sustainability.

All UCPs were aligned to nationally approved strategies and 
priorities and filled national grassroots delivery gaps, as 
expressed in policy documents. This finding is based on 
a rapid analysis undertaken by the evaluation of UCP 
programming documents such as biodiversity strat-
egies and action plans, land degradation neutrality 
plans, nationally determined contributions, and sector 
plans. All targets appeared well checked against local 
conditions and risks, and strategic grants of $150,000 
were paired with known in-country partners. Provi-
sions for sustainability and scaling-up were present 
in most UCPs—chiefly replication funds (as in Costa 
Rica for payments for environmental services, Bolivia 
for Indigenous and community conserved areas, and 
Peru for mercury), linkages to national trust funds or 
ministries, and use of CSO executing entities that were 
intended to continue beyond SGP financing.
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Relevance of SGP 2.0
Under the SGP 2.0 model, the SGP appears highly relevant 
to both GEF-8 and likely GEF-9 priorities—although this will 
remain to be tested once implementation truly begins. At 
the design stage, the updated SGP 2.0 modalities for the 
global program and special initiatives were all explic-
itly aligned with GEF-8 strategic priorities and are 
intended to remain relevant through GEF-9, since OP8 
will straddle both GEF cycles.1 The SGP 2.0 implemen-
tation arrangements, approved in December 2022, 
specify five strategic programming areas and multi-
ple cross-cutting priorities that mirror the GEF’s current 
integrated programs and focal area strategies (GEF 
2022). SGP 2.0 continues the push toward integrated 
approaches, territorial approaches, and multifocal 
grantmaking. SGP 2.0 grantmaking is structured 
around the following five thematic priorities, which 
are directly mapped onto GEF-8 strategic objectives:

	l Community-based management of threatened ecosystems 
and species, consistent with the GEF-8 focus on bio-
diversity mainstreaming, area-based conservation, 
and nature-positive strategies

	l Sustainable agriculture and fisheries, and food secu-
rity, aligned with the Food Systems, Land Use and 
Restoration Integrated Program and national land 
degradation neutrality targets

	l Low-carbon energy access and co-benefits, supporting 
GEF efforts toward just energy transitions, distrib-
uted clean energy for health and education, and rural 
electrification through innovation

1 This discussion refers to the tranche 1 programming doc-
ument (delivered by UNDP), the tranche 2 programming 
document (delivered by UNDP, FAO, and Conservation Inter-
national), the IUCN-led CSO Challenge Program, and the World 
Bank-led Global Microfinance Initiative for Locally Led Action. 
Only tranche 1 programming documents are CEO endorsed; 
all other programming documents were under development 
as of this writing.

	l Chemicals and waste management, relevant to the GEF-8 
programs on plastics, e-waste, and supply chain 
reform of hazardous substances

	l Catalyzing sustainable urban solutions, supporting 
low-emission, resilient infrastructure, and linking 
urban and periurban development to landscape-level 
ecosystem services.

These areas are complemented by cross-cutting fea-
tures that reinforce their alignment with the GEF’s 
strategic commitments:

	l Social inclusion (with measurable targets for gender, 
youth, and Indigenous Peoples)

	l Innovation and scaling (linked to the CSO Challenge 
Program and the Global Microfinance Initiative for 
Locally Led Action)

	l Private sector engagement and blended finance

	l Results frameworks tied to GEF core indicators and 
new SGP-specific social metrics.

Although GEF-9 programming priorities have not yet 
been formally endorsed, the anticipated continuation 
of integrated, multifocal area investment approaches 
(such as the Net-Zero Nature-Positive Accelerator, Cir-
cular Economy, and Inclusive Conservation Platforms) 
suggest strong continuity with GEF-8. SGP 2.0’s flexi-
bility and its anchoring in landscape/seascape-based 
planning, along with its embedded partnerships with 
civil society, position it to continue delivering against 
GEF-9 goals. These include post-2020 global biodiver-
sity framework implementation, ecosystem restoration 
under the UN Decade, climate-smart livelihoods and 
resilience, and local implementation of emerging 
chemical conventions.

The diversified Agency structure of SGP 2.0—with FAO, 
Conservation International, and UNDP sharing imple-
mentation—directly supports the GEF’s institutional 
strategy to broaden delivery frameworks and optimize 
synergy between the global program and national STAR 
allocations.
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Under SGP 2.0, the UCP policy has been discontinued. It is 
expected that the relevance of in-country grantmak-
ing to national priorities will be ensured mainly through 
the country programming strategy and the alignment 
of NSCs to national priorities. 

3.2	 Coherence
The evaluation’s assessment of coherence consid-
ered the consistency of programming with SGP policy 
goals and with the SGP 2.0 design and implementa-
tion arrangements. It sought to determine the extent to 
which the SGP articulated, coordinated with, and scaled 
through other GEF programming.

Coherence of OP7 with GEF 
programming orientations
There is a high level of coherence between SGP OP7 and 
GEF programming areas, policies, and objectives. Analy-
sis of available documentary evidence, the survey, 
and interviews show that from 2020 to 2024, the stra-
tegic goals of OP7 continued to be structured toward 
community-based, country-driven actions that 
address GEF focal areas through locally led initia-
tives and through integrated landscape and seascape 
approaches. The SGP OP7 aligned to the GEF-7 Pro-
gramming Directions (GEF Secretariat 2018).

OP7 guidance highlighted five strategic initiatives: 
(1) community-based conservation, (2) sustainable agri-
culture and fisheries, (3) low-carbon energy access, 
(4) chemicals and waste management, and (5) local 
climate-smart urban solutions (SGP 2020). Based on 
AMR data, grants delivered under OP7 overall reflected 
a strong alignment with these priorities as well as con-
tinuity with SGP priorities since OP5. This includes 
activities focused on biodiversity conservation, climate 
adaptation, and sustainable land management with a 
clear emphasis on biodiversity conservation.

Each participating country used the SGP country program 
strategy to translate the GEF-7 Programming Directions into 
grantmaking frameworks. This included GEF-7 focal area 
and impact program goals. These strategies ensured 
consistency with national priorities and multilateral 
environmental agreements.

Country-level selection mechanisms helped ensure that 
funded grants matched these strategic initiatives and 
addressed prevailing environmental priorities, resulting 
in a high coherence with the SGP’s intended objec-
tives and global programming directions (GEF IEO and 
UNDP IEO 2021). Country programs used participatory 
approaches to ensure bottom-up project formulation, 
making interventions responsive to local realities while 
tailored to SGP areas of focus. Most respondents to the 
survey also estimated that the SGP responded to the 
needs of local civil society to a high degree.

Coherence of SGP 2.0 initiatives
There is solid consistency between the design of SGP 
OP8 and the SGP 2.0 framework and the program-
ming directions endorsed for GEF-8 and planned for 
GEF-9. SGP 2.0 retains all five OP7 priority areas and 
aligns them more tightly with GEF-8 integrated pro-
grams. The closer focus on GEF-8 focal area targets, 
multilateral environmental agreement commitments, 
and integrated programs responds to the OPS7 call for 
stronger vertical logic between community grants and 
higher-level GEF objectives. 

According to available documentation and prelimi-
nary design documents, the SGP 2.0 implementation 
arrangements translate the revised GEF-8 strategy 
into an operational blueprint that remains faithful to 
the SGP’s mission while partially addressing previous 
evaluation findings. They tighten the SGP’s guiding 
principles by hard-wiring alignment with GEF focal area 
targets and related multilateral environmental agree-
ment commitments, and by adopting the GEF’s private 
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sector engagement standards for SGP 2.0 implemen-
tation (table 3.1).

To replace the former upgrading policy, the updated 
arrangements institute an equal-share core allocation 
for every eligible country with optional STAR top-ups, 
thereby improving equity and predictability of SGP 2.0 
implementation. The end of the upgrading policy 
responds to concerns raised in the third joint evalu-
ation, which concluded that the upgrading policy’s 
objectives had not been fully met and that the shift to 
full-size project modality imposed higher transaction 
costs and operational risks on CSOs and governments. 
The evaluation recommended that the SGP “reconsider 
whether it needs a continued upgrading policy” (GEF IEO 
and UNDP IEO 2021, 74). Under the new arrangements, 
all eligible countries receive an equal core alloca-
tion, supplemented—if they wish—by up to 10 percent 
of their STAR allocation. This answers long-standing 
concerns, articulated in the joint evaluation, that the 

upgrading regime created winners and losers, leaving 
some lower-capacity or small-STAR countries with 
constrained grant space while others accessed large 
bespoke envelopes.

However, the process for deciding on the closure of the 
policy was not made clear to the evaluation team. For 
example, it is unknown whether countries that were 
implementing UCP under OP7 were informed before or 
during this process. Furthermore, some risks remain: 
for example, countries that previously secured predict-
able, dedicated, multiyear tranches through upgrading 
must now compete for STAR resources if they want 
to top up their global allocations; this could lead to 
competition over resources. Although countries are 
encouraged to allocate STAR resources for the SGP, 
in practice the SGP will have to compete with poten-
tially larger or higher-priority projects and programs. 
In very large, biodiversity-rich countries, smaller pro-
grams could see diluted impact unless STAR or other 

Table 3.1   Alignment and coherence of SGP 2.0 priorities with GEF-8

OP7 priority area How reflected in SGP 2.0

Ecosystem and species 
conservation

Continued focus via support to community-based conservation (e.g., Indigenous and community conserved 
areas, key biodiversity areas, seascapes), now integrated into GEF-8 integrated programs such as Wildlife 
Conservation for Development and Ecosystem Restoration. SGP 2.0 enables CSOs and Indigenous Peoples 
and local communities to implement projects aligned with these integrated programs through direct funding 
windows like the CSO Challenge Program.

Sustainable agriculture 
and food security

Embedded in the GEF-8 Food Systems Integrated Program, with opportunities for SGP CSOs to implement 
agroecological and climate-resilient practices. Grantmaking will continue supporting sustainable production 
systems in line with nationally determined contribution and land degradation neutrality targets.

Low-carbon energy 
access

SGP 2.0 prioritizes decentralized renewable energy as part of nature-positive development pathways. 
Projects promoting low-carbon technologies at the community level are eligible under core grants and 
innovation platforms.

Chemicals and waste 
management

Carried forward through work on plastic pollution, hazardous chemicals, and circular economy practices. 
CSOs can now apply under the GEF-8 Circular Solutions to Plastic Pollution Integrated Program and other 
thematic funding calls.

Sustainable urban 
solutions

Strengthened under GEF-8’s Sustainable Cities Integrated Program, with SGP 2.0 positioning CSOs as agents 
of green infrastructure, inclusive waste systems, and urban biodiversity management. Local urban solutions 
can be scaled through new financing mechanisms.

Sources: GEF 2022; GEF Secretariat 2022.
Note: CSO = civil society organization; SGP = Small Grants Programme. 
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cofinancing is mobilized. This risk is partially mitigated 
by the landscape and seascape approach. There is 
another small risk that lessons generated by upgraded 
country pilots could be lost unless explicitly captured in 
the new knowledge management systems. 

3.3	 Effectiveness
The evaluation sought to analyze measures of effective-
ness (results and impact achieved) during SGP 2020–24, 
using the portfolio review, and to determine whether the 
SGP 2.0 model and programmatic changes can lead to 
better effectiveness in reaching intended outcomes. 
This section mostly focuses on OP7, since no grants have 
yet been disbursed under OP8 and SGP 2.0; it leverages 
self-reported data included in the SGP AMRs, project 
implementation reports, and evaluation reports for both 
the global and upgraded country programs. However, 
the evaluation considers institutional arrangements set 
up during the preparation phase for OP8 as evidence to 
support early indications of effectiveness.

Effectiveness of the SGP 2020–24
Overall, SGP projects across all focal areas under OP7 have 
generated measurable outcomes that contribute to global 
environmental benefits. However, there appears to be 
double counting and overreporting across GEF core 
indicators, leading to exaggerated readings of perfor-
mance in some cases. Over the period 2020–24, the 
SGP supported an average of 800 grants annually, fos-
tering significant improvements in natural resource 
management worldwide. The reported results under 
each thematic area for the global program are listed 
in table 3.2. The application, since OP7, of simplified 
GEF-7 core indicators and the use of iterative, cumula-
tive reporting, seem to have led to some confusion and 
inflation in reported figures. 

Environmental results reported under the UCPs since 
the most recent joint SGP evaluation included the 
improved management of 4.4 million hectares of land-
scapes and seascapes for biodiversity conservation, 
alongside nearly 235,000 hectares of production land-
scapes. Additionally, UCPs report having mitigated 
34.6 million metric tons of greenhouse gas emissions, 

Table 3.2  Global environmental results for the Small Grants Programme OP7 global program

GEF-7 core indicator 2020–21 2021–22 2022–23 2023–24
Total 

cumulative

Marine protected areas under improved management 
effectiveness (hectares) 

490,350 62,574 176,955 538,217 1,268,096

Area of degraded agricultural lands restored (hectares) 42,768 67,845 31,575 55,180 197,368

Area of landscapes under improved management to benefit 
biodiversity (hectares) 

1,870,200 5,690,364 2,121,391 2,083,991 11,765,946

Area of landscapes under sustainable land management in 
production systems (hectares) 

135,600 155,947 617,865 150,042 1,059,454

Area of marine habitat under improved practices to benefit 
biodiversity (hectares, excluding protected areas) 

1,500,000 267,010 77,118 1,599,679 3,443,807

Number of direct beneficiaries as co-benefit of SGP intervention 680,500 544,042 812,854 706,915 2,744,311

Number of females 360,275 282,616 449,588 375,125 1,467,604

Number of males 320,225 261,426 363,266 331,790 1,276,707

Sources: SGP 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024a.
Note: OP7 = seventh operational phase. Annual figures are additional to previous year’s figures; the evaluation was not able to independently verify the figures.
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although there is no information on emissions reduc-
tion verification processes. These projects have 
reached nearly 189,000 people, with women constitut-
ing 48.4 percent of the beneficiaries. 

Table 3.3 provides a detailed breakdown of these results 
by year, highlighting the period from July 2021 to June 
2022 as particularly effective for UCPs, with seven proj-
ects being closed during that time. This period stands 
out for its substantial contributions to environmental 
management and social impact, reflecting the effi-
ciency and effectiveness of the UCP initiatives.

The data presented in table 3.4 compare the intended 
targets, outputs, and outcomes from the SGP global 
program at CEO endorsement with the reported figures 
extracted from AMRs. Note that the AMRs only provided 
figures for the core GEF indicators. In some cases, the 
units of measurements used in the monitoring reports 
differed from those indicated in the project logframe, 
making tracking slightly more complicated.

According to the data available, all intended environmen-
tal targets were significantly exceeded. Even the most 

conservative target (for marine protected areas) 
has been exceeded 25 times over. Beneficiary reach 
similarly outstripped projections, with nearly 1.5 mil-
lion women and 1.3  million men benefiting from 
SGP-supported activities over the reporting period. 
Unlike OP7, earlier phases did not report achievements 
that dwarfed their original targets. The third joint SGP 
evaluation presents OP6 results as being in line with 
expectations—showing modest overperformance but 
not orders-of-magnitude gains. Targets in OP7 were 
also consistent with OP6 targets. For example, OP6 set a 
1 million hectare target for landscapes under improved 
management, and OP7 nudged this up only slightly to 
1.1 million hectares; OP6 targets for marine protected 
areas under improved management and number of 
beneficiaries were similar.

This indicates that the method for reporting results was mod-
ified under OP7. The decision to report exclusively on the 
six GEF core indicators in OP7 stems from a deliber-
ate shift toward harmonization with the GEF’s results 
guidelines and UNDP’s strategic plan. In 2019, the SGP 
CPMT developed a new M&E strategy that explicitly 

Table 3.3  Core indicator achievements of completed upgraded country programs

GEF-7 core indicators 2020–21 2021–22 2022–23 2023–24
Total 

cumulative

Area of degraded agricultural lands restored (hectares) 106 (1) 37,063 (5) 0 (0) 5,371 (1) 42,540 (7)

Area of landscapes under improved management to 
benefit biodiversity (hectares)

45,474 (10) 3,277,832 (7) 31,000 (1) 701,289 (2) 4,055,595 (11)

Area of landscapes under sustainable land management 
in production systems (hectares)

0 (0) 183,384 (6) 1,500 (1) 5,829 (2) 190,713 (9)

Area of marine habitat under improved practices to 
benefit biodiversity (hectares, excluding protected areas)

0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 56 (1) 56 (1)

Number of direct beneficiaries as co-benefit of SGP 
intervention

4,573 (1) 150,304 (7)) 9,600 (1) 24,396 (2) 188,873 (11)

Number of females 1,997 (1) 73,274 (7) 4,320 (1) 13,231 (2) 92,822 (11)

Number of males 2,576 (1) 77,030 (7) 5,280 (1) 11,165 (2) 96,051 (11)

Source: GEF Portal as of June 2025. 
Note: Numbers of projects are indicated in parentheses.
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Table 3.4  Target achievement under the OP7 Small Grants Programme global program

Outcome statement from 
logframe

Key outputs listed under the 
outcome

Quantified target(s) at CEO 
endorsement

Target achievement at 
June 2024

1. Community-based models 
and biodiversity-friendly 
practices and approaches 
promoted for conservation 
and sustainable use of 
threatened ecosystems 
and species in important 
terrestrial and coastal/marine 
ecosystems

1.1 Community-based natural 
resource management measures 
integrating biodiversity

1.2 Sustainable biodiversity-friendly 
enterprises and livelihoods

1.3 Community measures support-
ing protected area/community 
conserved area management

Area of landscapes under improved 
management: 1.1 million ha

9,895,746 ha

Marine protected areas under 
improved management: 50,000 ha

777,746 ha

Marine habitat under improved 
practices: 50,000 ha

1,943,807 ha

2. Climate-smart integrated 
practices improve 
productivity, food security, 
and livelihoods of smallholder 
farmers and support 
achievement of national land 
degradation neutrality targets

2.1 Community-level sustainable 
land management actions

2.2 Climate-resilient sustainable 
land management technologies 
adapted

2.3 Guidelines/best practices on 
sustainable land management

2.4 Value-chain and market 
linkages

Area under sustainable land 
management in production systems: 
140,000 ha

923,854 ha

Degraded agricultural land restored: 
100,000 ha

923,854 ha

SGP countries with food/fishery chain 
linkages: 50

— 

3. Low-carbon, viable, and 
appropriate technologies and 
approaches demonstrated 
and scaled up, improving 
community energy access 
and building low-carbon 
infrastructure

3.1 Low-cost energy solutions 
promoted

3.2 Community innovations 
documented

3.3 Capacity building and 
knowledge transfer

Installed renewable energy capacity 
from local technologies: 150 kW

— 

Typologies of locally adapted energy 
solutions demonstrated/replicated: 25

331; households reached: 
174,469

Forest and nonforest land with 
enhanced carbon stocks: 7,500 ha

— 

4. Innovative community-
based tools and approaches 
demonstrated, deployed, 
and transferred for sound 
chemicals and waste 
management

4.1 Community innovative 
solutions to chemicals and waste

4.2 Consolidated pesticide/waste/
mercury initiatives and coalitions

4.3 Artisanal and small-scale gold 
mining mercury reduction pilots

Persistent organic pollutants/
mercury avoided or disposed: 150 t

230,448 kg of pesticides; 
142,167 kg of other 
chemicals

Local-to-global coalitions 
strengthened: 2

— 

Countries running awareness/
outreach programs: 25

—

5. Appropriate integrated 
community-oriented 
sustainable urban solutions 
piloted in partnership with 
government and private 
sector

5.1 Integrated urban solutions 
identified and implemented

5.2 Capacity-building for service 
providers and communities

Countries with improved capacity 
for community-driven low-emission 
urban development: 12 

Community-based urban solutions 
deployed: 12

Urban portfolio only 
referenced via Sustain-
able Development Goal 
11 contributions (23% of 
reporting country pro-
grams in 2023–24) 

6. CSO-government–private 
sector policy and planning 
dialogue platforms promote 
community voices in 
environmental policy/strategy

6.1 National-level CSO-
government dialogues

6.2 Global CSO-government and 
stakeholder dialogues

Significant policy outcomes reported 
in ≥ 50% of countries

Social inclusion representatives per 
dialogue platform: 2

Rich examples provided 
(e.g., Cambodia forestry 
and COP26 dialogue) but 
no national totals

(continued)
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Outcome statement from 
logframe

Key outputs listed under the 
outcome

Quantified target(s) at CEO 
endorsement

Target achievement at 
June 2024

7. South-South exchange 
brokered to spread 
knowledge, build capacities 
and partnerships

7.1 South-South exchanges 
identified, supported, and 
documented

Countries adopting improved 
practices via exchange: 10

91

South-South exchanges conducted: 15 190

8. Social inclusion—
especially empowerment of 
women, Indigenous Peoples, 
youth and persons with 
disabilities—is mainstreamed 
and enhanced in SGP 
programming

8.1 Greater participation and 
empowerment of vulnerable 
groups

Projects led by women: 30% of portfolio 41% 

Projects closing gender gaps in 
resource access: 20%

78% of completed 
projects classified as 
gender-responsive; not 
clear how many are 
closing the gender gap

Projects improving women’s 
decision-making: 30%

—

Projects targeting socioeconomic 
benefits for women: 70%

—

8.2 Expanded Indigenous Peoples’ 
Fellowship

Projects with targeted Indigenous 
Peoples support: 20%

206 (data are inconsistent)

8.3 Youth and disability 
engagement guidelines/best 
practices

Projects with youth/persons with 
disabilities engagement models: 15% 
each

—

9. A common, robust M&E 
strategy is implemented 
across all levels, 
ensuring evidence-based 
decision-making

9.1 SGP M&E system deployed Country teams practicing results-
based management: All SGP 
countries

Results-based manage-
ment “integrated across 
all levels” (SGP 2024a)

9.2 Country impact reviews 
conducted

Country/cross-country impact 
reviews: 6

—

10. Networking and knowledge 
sharing leverage local actions 
for global environmental 
impact

10.1 Citizen-based knowledge 
platform supported

Countries using the digital innovation 
library: All SGP countries

Library relaunched; usage 
not yet tracked

Knowledge fairs: numerical target not 
specified

—

Sources: SGP 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024a. 
Note: — = not available; CEO = Chief Executive Officer; CSO = civil society organization; ha = hectare; M&E = monitoring and evaluation; OP7 = seventh 
operational phase; SGP = Small Grants Programme. 

Table 3.4  Target achievement under the OP7 Small Grants Programme global program (continued)

aligned the global country program’s indicator set to 
the GEF core indicators, “allowing for a better tracking 
of results across the focal areas and of global envi-
ronmental benefits” (GEF IEO and UNDP IEO 2021, 59). 
In addition, the AMRs explicitly integrate reporting 
for the 14 UCPs alongside the global program; in OP6, 
the AMRs cover only the global country program. The 
number of grants included in the reporting has also not 

dramatically increased: 3,450 grants from the global 
program and 520 grants under UCP in OP7 compiled 
in the AMR, compared to 3,130 projects in OP6 (GEF IEO 
and UNDP IEO 2021).

The methodology does not appear to have changed either; 
however, the format of reporting may have created a bias. Up 
to OP6, AMRs disaggregated results by year. During OP7, 
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the monitoring report was adjusted to reflect cumu-
lative results. This may have led to errors in counting, 
where the previous year’s results were added to the 
new year’s results. The AMR methodology aggregates 
outputs each year from all grants that report results, 
regardless of whether a project closed in that year or 
earlier. Each year, every grant that reports against 
a core indicator contributes its full tally to the global 
total—regardless of whether similar outputs were 
reported in prior years or by parallel grants. For exam-
ple, if grant A reports 10,000 hectares restored in year 1 
and again in year 2 (either under a renewal or follow-on 
grant), both entries are included—so the same hectares 
can effectively be counted twice. This rolling aggre-
gation approach is built into the OP7 M&E framework, 
which stipulates that project, country-level, and port-
foliowide data aggregated at the global level should be 
reported for all core indicators. 

Some indicators are tracked in anecdotal terms rather than 
systematically. Urban solutions, policy outcomes, and 
knowledge management–related metrics were not 
aggregated in annual reports. Where only qualita-
tive evidence exists, it is often strong (case studies, 
narrative examples), but cannot be converted into a 
portfolio-level metric. 

Survey respondents noted many associated social and eco-
nomic benefits in addition to the global environmental benefits 

reported. As shown in figure 3.1, these included improved 
livelihoods, capacity building, and access to new tech-
nologies. Among other benefits reported, improved 
partnerships, relationships, and inclusion featured 
prominently.

Survey data also point to a general degree of satisfaction with 
the effectiveness of the SGP grants (84 percent effective). The 
key factors of success most often identified were strong 
local engagement, access to funding, and availability of 
technical support (figure 3.2). This indicates that con-
tinued investment in capacity building for civil society 
may be required to ensure continued results achieve-
ment. Among other factors, all answers were related 
to the strength and continuous efforts of the national 
coordinator—the importance of which aspect was rein-
forced during focus group discussions.

Conversely, the main factors creating obstacles to effec-
tiveness cited by survey participants and in focus group 
discussions were lack of funding (or limited funding), 
bureaucratic or administrative burdens, and limited techni-
cal expertise. One respondent noted, “I think SGP wants 
to impact women and Indigenous groups, but the overly 
complicated applications, time consuming…reporting 
procedures and restrictive approved budget lines make 
it almost impossible for small groups to successfully 
navigate the system.”

Figure 3.1  Key benefits reported by SGP participants

87%

Other
n =52

Strengthened local governance
n = 274

Access to new technologies
n = 315

Improved livelihoods
n = 443

Capacity-building and education
n = 445

87%

62%

54%

10%

Source: Evaluation survey.
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Figure 3.2  Key factors of success/effectiveness as rated by SGP participants

82%

59%

45%

69%

59%

8%Other
(n = 42)

Government collaboration
(n = 233)

Knowledge sharing and partnerships
(n = 306)

Availability of technical support
(n = 308)

Access to funding
(n = 357)

Strong local engagement
(n = 427)

Source: Evaluation survey.

Results under Grantmaker Plus—
capacity development
Enhancing the capabilities of CSO/CBOs serves as both a 
method and a goal for the SGP. In addition to providing 
grant funding for specific initiatives, the SGP focuses 
on institutional growth, networking, and knowledge 
sharing to ensure local CSOs/ CBOs become more effi-
cient, sustainable, and influential in environmental 
governance. From 2020 to 2024, these initiatives were 
organized under Grantmaker Plus—that is, comprehen-
sive efforts that broaden the program’s scope beyond 
merely granting funds to include capacity building, 
policy engagement, and partnership facilitation.

On a global scale, the SGP dedicates a maximum of 
10 percent of its country program resources to activi-
ties aimed at capacity development, in accordance with 
GEF guidelines. At the national level, national coordi-
nators and their teams assess needs and carry out 
capacity-building projects similar to standard grants. 

Initiatives like establishing and strengthening CSO networks, 
facilitating policy dialogue platforms between CSOs and the 
government, encouraging peer learning among grantees, and 
mobilizing cofinancing or partnerships are common practices. 
For example, in one year, 44 country programs held 175 
CSO–government dialogue events, involving over 4,100 

representatives from CSOs/CBOs. These dialogues 
ensure that community perspectives are included in 
policy-making processes and help align grassroots 
initiatives with national strategies. They often lead to 
changes in local policies or the scaling up of commu-
nity innovations through government backing. The SGP 
also promoted South-South knowledge exchanges and 
created platforms for grantees to present their results 
to potential donors and partners, thereby enhancing 
their chances of securing resources and continuing 
their projects beyond SGP funding.

The SGP provided direct support to organizations aimed at 
improving their internal capacities. This included training 
in project management, technical skills, safeguards, 
and M&E, as well as offering technical assistance 
during project execution. During the period examined, 
78 country programs conducted training workshops for 
grantees on various subjects, ranging from biodiversity 
conservation methods to financial management. Addi-
tionally, approximately 71 country programs integrated 
on-site training within their projects, deploying experts 
to mentor CBOs in specialized areas such as solar panel 
maintenance or agroforestry.

SGP country teams also played an active role in facilitat-
ing connections. Around 82 programs helped form or 
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strengthen networks and associations among grant-
ees, promoting collective action and mutual support 
among community organizations. Numerous coun-
tries reported linking their grantees with academic 
institutions for scientific assistance (63 programs), 
with government services (73 programs), with inter-
national NGOs (73 programs), and even with private 
sector companies (47 programs) to cultivate new part-
nerships. These connections significantly enhance the 
institutional capacity of local CSOs, positioning them to 
sustain and expand their initiatives.

The results of the SGP’s efforts to strengthen civil society are 
significant. In one reporting year, the capacities of 529 
CSOs and 870 CBOs were enhanced through 65 specific 
capacity-development grants, about 11,000 individual 
community members, staff, and volunteers. The sub-
sequent year saw a comparable number of projects (64) 
training an even larger group—close to 30,000 individ-
uals—in both organizational and technical skills across 
492 CSOs and 530 CBOs. These statistics illustrate the 
extensive reach of the SGP in developing local organi-
zational capacity.

Qualitatively, UNDP SGP reports indicate that many CSOs 
supported by the SGP have evolved into impactful entities. 
Various national or thematic networks that began with 
SGP support are now advocating for policy reform 
or consolidating resources for larger initiatives. For 
instance, projects in the SGP’s chemicals and waste 
focus area led to the formation or enhancement of 29 
national coalitions addressing chemicals and waste 
management in different countries.

An observation frequently made by survey respondents and 
interviewees is that the SGP often constitutes an organiza-
tion’s first experience in managing donor funds. The SGP 
thus serves as a practical training environment for proj-
ect administration. Grantees often recognize the SGP 
for enhancing their abilities in proposal development, 
financial accounting, and results tracking—skills that 
later empower them to obtain larger grants from the 
GEF or other sources. Many organizations that have 

graduated from the SGP have expanded their influ-
ence, becoming important players in their respective 
sectors. Additionally, the SGP’s multistakeholder NSCs 
(which generally include NGO members alongside gov-
ernment and academic representatives) bolster civil 
society engagement in national environmental gov-
ernance. Through the NSCs, local civil society gains 
valuable experience in transparent project evaluation 
and consensus-based decision-making, which are 
essential governance competencies.

Early signs of effectiveness under 
SGP 2.0
Under OP8, various process-level “green lights” give early 
effectiveness signals before environmental impact can be 
measured. They point to improved administrative rollout, 
clearer guidance for results reporting, and continued 
confidence by both the Council and country partners in 
the SGP. However, risks remain for countries that are 
transitioning from UNDP to other Agencies as imple-
menting partners. It is too early to say whether similar 
levels of results can be expected from OP8, given that 
no grants have been disbursed and that the FAO and 
Conservation International tranche 2 documents—as 
well as the IUCN and World Bank initiatives—are still 
under preparation. However, based on what is currently 
known from tranche 1 CEO endorsement documents 
and other PIFs and concept notes, the targets shown 
in table 3.5 are anticipated. 

In addition, process improvements and institutional mech-
anisms signal improvements in effectiveness. The timely 
mobilization of the tranche 1 funding envelope was 
endorsed on August 12, 2024, with $137.5 million com-
mitted, allowing for uninterrupted program delivery. 
Even while OP8 awaited endorsement, 1,000 new 
SGP grants were approved between July 2023 and 
June 2024, demonstrating no loss of delivery capac-
ity during the transition. A number of readiness and 
capacity-building innovations have already been 
deployed to further facilitate delivery and achievement 
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Table 3.5  Targets at PIF or CEO endorsement for OP8

OP8 workstream
Lead GEF 
Agency

Land and eco-
systems restored 

(ha)

Landscapes under 
improved prac-

tices (ha)

Marine habitat 
under improved 
practices (ha)

Direct  
beneficiaries 

(people)

Global program tranche 1 
(GEF ID 11285)

UNDP 225,000 3,800,000 270,000 500,000 
(50% women)

Global program tranche 2 
(GEF ID 11698)

FAO 20,000 350,000 25,000 45,000 
(50% women)

Global program tranche 2 
(GEF ID 11719)

Conservation 
International

300 40,000 1,300 6,200 
(50% women)

Global program tranche 2 
(GEF ID 11726)

UNDP 150,000 2,500,000 — 300,000 
(50% women)

CSO Challenge Program 
(GEF ID 11757)

IUCN 12,000 159,000 — 25,000 
(50% women)

Global Microfinance Initia-
tive for Locally Led Action 
(GEF ID 11901)

World Bank — 5,000 — 4,347,604 
(96% women)

Source: GEF Portal as of June 2025.
Note: — = not available; CEO = Chief Executive Officer; FAO = Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations; IUCN = International Union for 
Conservation of Nature; OP8 = eighth operational phase; ha = hectare; PIF = project identification form; UNDP = United Nations Development Programme.

of results, in line with the 72 percent grant ratio guide-
lines (GEF 2022). FAO reports that its new online grant 
platform is ready, and countries will start their first calls 
for proposals before the end of 2025. M&E systems 
have been streamlined and harmonized with clearer 
alignment to the overall GEF indicators, and with more 
systematic efforts coming under the knowledge man-
agement platform currently under development. 

3.4	 Efficiency
Efficiency refers to the extent to which financial, 
human, and technical resources have been used in a 
cost-effective manner to achieve results. This includes 
administrative cost control, timeliness of implementa-
tion, grant-to-total-cost ratios, transaction costs, and 
overall resource optimization. The following assess-
ment draws on available data from 2020 to 2024.

Efficiency under OP7
Overall, while OP7 made clear advances in improving the finan-
cial efficiency of the program—especially in grant ratio and 
cofinancing—there is less evidence of systemic administra-
tive efficiency gains. As illustrated in table 3.6, the ratio 
for SGP OP7 was on average 65 percent (not inclusive 
of fees and including only GEF funds).

Despite improvements in financial ratios, many structural effi-
ciency issues observed in the third joint evaluation remain 
present. Country teams, especially under the global pro-
gram, continued to be understaffed. Interviews indicate 
that many country teams rely on a single national coor-
dinator, with limited support for proposal screening, 
grantee assistance, and monitoring. Manual processing 
in project approvals and reporting has also been cited 
as a factor leading to inefficiency, particularly in cases 
where there are changes in national focal point or NSC. 
This leads to bottlenecks and delays.
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Survey data indicate mixed perceptions of efficiency. Over 
a third (37.5 percent) of survey respondents continue 
to perceive administrative burdens as a key obsta-
cle. While a number of respondents acknowledged 
improvements in grant processing timelines and 
access to support tools, others noted that disburse-
ment delays remained a frequent issue, particularly in 
countries experiencing transitions in host institutions 
or implementing partners.

Efficiency in transitioning to SGP 2.0
Although the operational guidelines under SGP 2.0 aim to 
streamline execution, increase availability of resources, and 
promote national capacity, there is no conclusive evidence 
that this shift has yet reduced transaction costs across the 
portfolio. A key development during OP8 was the for-
malized requirement to increase the grant ratio to 
72 percent,2 meaning 72 percent of the total GEF enve-
lope of grants was to be disbursed to SGP grantees for 
projects on the ground, with implementation beginning 
under GEF-7 and monitored closely in the transition to 
GEF-8 (GEF 2022). This change was aimed at directing a 
greater proportion of funds to community-level action, 
though implementing partners flagged the shift as 
administratively challenging during interviews. Nearly 
all GEF Agencies participating in OP8 have indicated 

2 Starting in OP8, the 72 percent grant ratio is intended to be 
inclusive of fees.

that sustaining the grant ratio is feasible only by sub-
sidizing the SGP with additional internal or external 
resources. 

Under OP7, the use of STAR resources within the SGP varied 
significantly by country type. In non-upgraded countries, 
SGP funding was predominantly channeled through 
the global core budget, with limited or no use of STAR 
allocations. However, in UCPs, STAR resources were an 
essential part of the SGP financing model. For example, 
Costa Rica actively pursued SGP upgrading and secured 
STAR resources for its national program by lobbying its 
Ministry of Environment. This reflects a more strate-
gic use of STAR where government stakeholders were 
engaged and supportive.

As SGP transitions into OP8 under the SGP 2.0 framework, 
and with the end of the upgrading policy, the GEF Secretar-
iat has sought to incentivize the use of STAR funding. This 
was seen as a measure to promote national owner-
ship and reduce dependency on the global program 
core budget. Despite this encouragement, evidence 
suggests that uptake was uneven. In interviews, GEF 
Secretariat staff acknowledged that while some coun-
tries welcomed the opportunity to direct STAR funds to 
the SGP, others were reluctant. In some cases, SGP pro-
grams were able to secure increases in STAR funding; 
in other cases, governments were concerned that STAR 
allocations dedicated to the SGP might limit their ability 
to fund larger-scale projects with other GEF Agencies.

Table 3.6  Grant to nongrant funding ratio for Small Grants Programme global program

Expenditure type 2020–21 2021–22 2022–23 2023–24

Grantmaking to civil society/community-based organizations 64 66 65 66

Program costs/services (capacity development, knowledge management, M&E, etc.) 22 24 25 24

Project management cost 10 10 10 10

GEF Agency fee (4%) 4 — — —

Sources: SGP 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024a.
Note: — = not available or not assessed; M&E = monitoring and evaluation.
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There is no harmonized or transparent framework guiding how 
STAR allocations are negotiated or accessed under the new 
SGP modalities. STAR allocations remain within the pur-
view of each country’s own decision-making and the 
parameters set in the OP8 implementation arrange-
ments (up to 10  percent of STAR allocations with a 
maximum of $5 million, and decisions resting with 
the GEF operational focal point). The dual structure of 
tranche 2 added further complexity, as Agency selec-
tion criteria, processes, and opportunities for change 
were often unclear, and fund distribution was some-
times contested among stakeholders.

The transition to OP8 and SGP 2.0 has caused some significant 
uncertainties and potential losses in efficiency. However, 
the analysis shows that these losses may be tempo-
rary due to the newness of procedures and the need 
for one-time changes, such as reestablishing contracts 
for national program managers or NSCs. There is some 
evidence of gaps or delays in programming continuity 
during the transition from OP7 to OP8. Some country 
programs exhausted their OP7 resources well before 
the launch of OP8 modalities. For instance, in Guyana, 
the SGP coordinator reported that grants had ceased 
even though OP7 was technically ongoing, leaving 
grantees uncertain and reducing momentum. Similarly, 
stakeholder interviews suggest that several countries 
entered a holding pattern as they awaited decisions on 
Agency selection, executing agency changes, or NSC 
reconstitution under SGP 2.0. This pause in program-
ming activity was especially pronounced in countries 
shifting from UNDP to FAO or Conservation International 
as implementing partners, contributing to inefficiencies 
in maintaining community engagement and project 
continuity. 

Countries specifically mentioned delays related to national 
coordinator transitions and NSC reconfiguration as contribut-
ing to administrative slowdowns. Many countries indicated, 
during the survey and focus group discussions, that 
communications about the transition process from OP7 
to OP8, and changes to multi-Agency implementation 

modalities, were insufficiently clear and infrequent. 
Most respondents indicated a desire for more trans-
parent decision-making processes from the global level 
to the local level.

Some improvements have been made in supporting national 
teams and steering committees that are expected to come 
to fruition under OP8. The incubator services and tech-
nical support provided by the new Agencies as well as 
the proposed digitization of project approval processes 
are likely to offset any losses in efficiency and contrib-
ute to streamlined processes. However, the nature of 
these services is different across Agencies, meaning 
that countries will be less inclined to change Agency 
between phases due to the transaction cost of learning 
new systems. A uniform process, system, and approach 
to NSC and CPMT support across all three Agencies was 
not under discussion at the time of this writing.

The initial debate about grant versus nongrant ratio was 
focused around the amount spent on capacity building, 
knowledge management, and policy dialogue activities, 
many of which were accounted for under Grantmaker Plus. 
The resources allocated to this type of activity will be 
reduced under the forthcoming SGP global program, but 
knowledge management and policy dialogue are now 
proposed to be funded from a $5 million grant secured 
through unallocated funds under the global program. 
It is not certain whether this will be accounted for as 
a grant under the total SGP portfolio. There is also a 
question of whether this amount will be sufficient to 
generate the learning required across the portfolio and 
whether it will be replicated across future phases—and 
if so, from what resources.

A number of outstanding issues remain regarding the tran-
sition to SGP 2.0 for which this evaluation has not been able 
to ascertain evidence. The diversification of implemen-
tation arrangements under SGP 2.0 has increased the 
complexity of the program’s institutional architecture 
and opened up a set of unresolved questions. These 
questions relate to the overall effectiveness, effi-
ciency, transparency, and sustainability of the transition 
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process. They would warrant further exploration during 
implementation of OP8 and beyond.

	l A potential efficiency risk emerging in OP8 relates to the 
duplication or concentration of resources across overlap-
ping SGP-linked programming streams. Countries that 
simultaneously participate in the global program 
and receive targeted funding under initiatives like 
the CSO Challenge Program, or engage in thematic 
pilots involving the World Bank or private sector 
actors, may benefit from a disproportionately high 
level of financial and technical support. While this 
would reflect country engagement and absorptive 
capacity, it also could raise concerns about equita-
ble distribution of SGP resources and the potential 
for overconcentration in countries with greater insti-
tutional readiness or stronger historical ties to the 
program. This warrants close monitoring in OP8 to 
ensure that diversification of modalities does not 
inadvertently reproduce inequities in access to 
community-level environmental financing.

	l It remains unclear whether the tranche-based approach 
will continue in future operational phases, or whether all 
countries under the global program will eventually be 
invited to select among the three (or more) implementing 
Agencies. Evidence from stakeholder consultations 
suggests that the initial allocation of countries to 
Agencies did not fully meet the expectations of all 
parties involved. Moreover, the criteria used to guide 
Agency selection were neither standardized nor 
clearly communicated to participating countries. 
This raises a further question related to the ability of 
a country to change its implementing Agency at the 
end of an operational phase, for example. 

	l There is no clarity regarding the expansion of GEF Agen-
cies beyond UNDP, FAO, and Conservation International in 
the long term. The GEF Secretariat has not indicated 
whether possibilities to participate in the SGP pro-
gram would be reopened and if so, on what basis. 
For the moment, the GEF-9 Programming Directions 
indicate there is no intention of further diversifica-
tion (GEF Secretariat 2025). This raises the question 

of the fate of the two pilot initiatives by IUCN and the 
World Bank should these not prove conclusive, not 
be replicated, or require modified arrangements. A 
further question may arise if an Agency decides to 
opt out of the SGP. 

Many survey and focus group participants noted a 
general lack of transparency regarding the process 
for selecting Agencies. Only one candidate Agency 
was not selected under the global program, and the 
reasons for this appeared rather opaque as the cri-
teria for selection were not widely available; also, the 
special World Bank and IUCN initiatives appear to 
have taken a parallel route for selection and devel-
opment. The implications of this lack of clarity, 
combined with the high cost of doing business as an 
Agency under the SGP, may prevent further broad-
ening to other GEF Agencies that may have had an 
interest or a comparative advantage in participating.

Beyond financial efficiency, the transition to OP8 sees a 
push toward digitization as an efficiency enabler. Several 
country teams and Agency focal points highlighted 
the promise of the new online grant management and 
knowledge-sharing platforms currently being piloted 
by FAO and UNDP to streamline application workflows, 
automate core indicator dashboarding, and reduce 
reliance on manual data chasing. UNDP launched its 
Innovation Library in 2023, which acts as a search-
able online repository of innovative practices across 
all SGP countries. FAO and IUCN will be experimenting 
with code-free applications such as Kobo ToolBox to 
facilitate application processes and reporting, including 
by piloting nonverbal reporting tools where users can 
upload photos and images. As one manager explained, 
“[W]ith a click of a button…I can generate a dashboard 
and see where we are regarding core indicator #13,” 
eliminating repeated email follow-ups and accelerat-
ing decision-making.

Some stakeholders have cautioned that Indigenous 
Peoples and other remote or vulnerable groups may lack 
reliable Internet access and digital literacy, creating a 

https://sgp.undp.org/innovation-library.html
https://www.kobotoolbox.org
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risk that the new platform could exclude exactly those 
communities most in need. FAO and other Agencies are 
therefore integrating offline-capable tools, but uneven 
connectivity and technology skills will remain a barrier 
without dedicated support and training.

Interviews and the 2023–24 AMR also reveal a frag-
mented digital landscape under early OP8 rollout. 
UNDP, FAO, and Conservation International have 
each launched stand-alone grant management and 
knowledge management portals—with overlapping 
functionalities for application tracking, core indicator 
reporting, and knowledge sharing—but no common 
data schema to ensure interoperability. As one stake-
holder noted, “We’re building our own knowledge 
management site because the existing platform doesn’t 
capture finance modifiers we need.”

The 2023–24 AMR calls for streamlined and harmonized 
guidance on indicator reporting, yet acknowledges that 
there is still no single dashboard for target tracking and 
warns that multiple knowledge platforms risk duplica-
tion unless knitted together under a unified framework 
(SGP 2024a). Without clear protocols for data exchange 
or a master dashboard to reconcile outputs, each 
Agency’s incremental improvements—while well inten-
tioned—may simply multiply administrative burdens 
and obscure the program’s cumulative progress.

3.5	 Sustainability, scaling 
up, and replication
For the SGP, sustainability and scaling are integral to 
the program’s theory of change: small grant projects 
are anticipated to act as pilots or demonstrations that 
can be replicated, scaled, or incorporated into broader 
frameworks if they prove successful.

Pathways to sustainability under OP7
There is evidence that SGP grants are reasonably sustain-
able, while maintaining the ability to pilot and spearhead 
innovation. Most projects achieve at least partial sus-
tainability, and there is documented evidence of scaling 
and replication. Between 2020 and 2024, evidence of 
wider adoption, scaling up, and replication of SGP proj-
ects was documented in AMRs, project implementation 
reports, evaluations, and case studies. Programs and 
projects implemented from 2020 to 2024 have shown 
signs of sustainability through community empow-
erment and scaling efforts. Promoting community 
ownership, securing cofinancing, involving govern-
ment early in the process, and demonstrating livelihood 
benefits further incentivize the maintenance of envi-
ronmental results. As noted in the 2021 joint evaluation, 
there are multiple pathways to sustainability, scaling 
up, and replication in the SGP, including the following. 

	l Community ownership. Initiatives that focused on 
fostering local ownership—through participa-
tory planning, community labor contributions, or 
cofinancing—and ensuring tangible benefits (such 
as livelihood and health improvements) tended to 
achieve sustained outcomes more consistently. 

	l Capacity building and leadership development. SGP sup-
port for capacity development ensures that by the 
end of a project, local organizations are strength-
ened, and leaders (including women, youth, and 
Indigenous leaders) exhibit greater confidence and 
skills. This significantly boosts sustainability, as 
these empowered local figures can either carry on 
the work or attract supplemental funding. 

	l Embedding in policy and institutions. The SGP promotes 
projects that connect with formal organizations 
(such as local governments, national parks, schools, 
etc.) to ensure that effective strategies are incor-
porated into institutional practices. When local 
authorities endorse or adopt a community project, 
it secures ongoing technical support and resources. 
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	l Scaling through partnerships and follow-up financing. The 
SGP proactively aims to position successful initia-
tives for growth by linking grantees with further 
funding opportunities. 

During the reporting period, available reports indicated 
that 566 completed projects under the global program 
were replicated or scaled up by partners (SGP 2021, 
2022, 2023, 2024a). Pathways to replication include 
instances where local governments allocate funds to 
implement an SGP pilot in additional villages, or when 
an NGO extended a successful model to a different area 
(table 3.7). 

Around 12 percent of projects (470 projects) were said 
to have influenced policy—for instance, their practices 
were adopted into municipal regulations or national 
legislation. These numbers reflect a minimum effort 
at scaling, recognizing that scaling often takes place 
after project completion and may be underreported. 

Survey responses on the sustainability of SGP projects 
reveal a mixed but cautiously positive outlook. Of the 486 
respondents,

	l 224 (46 percent) reported that project benefits have 
been sustained after completion;

Table 3.7  Examples of pathways to replication and scaling under OP7

Pathway Illustrative evidence

Scaling through 
national 
programs

The Plant-a-Forest watershed model in Seychelles fed directly into the GEF-6 project A Ridge-to-Reef Approach 
for the Integrated Management of Marine, Coastal and Terrestrial Ecosystem in the Seychelles (GEF ID 9431, United 
Nations Development Programme [UNDP]), broadening coverage from one watershed to a national island portfolio 
(SGP 2024b).

The SGP OP6 program in Sri Lanka (2017–22) employed a landscape approach across three environmentally 
sensitive areas: the Knuckles, the Mannar–Jaffna coast, and the Colombo wetlands. By implementing ecosystem 
restoration pilots, governance platforms were established with multiple stakeholders to integrate community-
led restoration efforts into national initiatives. These governance mechanisms, such as landscape committees, 
aligned restoration projects with national conservation policies. The approach was recognized as a model 
for mainstreaming community-based interventions into national planning and has been recommended for 
continuation in OP7 (UNDP IEO 2023).

Market-based 
rollout

A women-led eco-briquette enterprise in South Africa attracted new capital from South African National Parks, a 
government agency, to replicate near Kruger National Park, using SGP funds as seed finance (SGP 2024a).

Policy dialogue 
platforms

Shade-house farming pilots in Seychelles were showcased through a civil society organization (CSO)–government 
dialogue platform, helping secure county-level budget lines for climate-smart agriculture (SGP 2023).

An Armenian SGP project piloted incentives for consumers to switch from plastic to reusable bags, collected 
behavior change data, and collaborated closely with the Ministry of Environment. Its findings were translated into 
formal policy recommendations which helped fine-tune Armenia’s 2019 environmental levy and 2022 nationwide 
plastic bag ban. The project illustrates the use of CSO-government policy dialogue to directly shape national 
legislation (SGP website, Plastic Free Armenia Behavioral Change and Awareness Raising Campaign).

Social enterprise 
sustainability 
model

In Guatemala, the SGP-trained youth organization Asociación de Servicios para el Desarrollo has implemented 
regenerative agriculture practices based on Mayan ancestral knowledge. The project features the use of biodiverse 
plots, the production of organic fertilizers, and on-site agroecological schools; its financial model includes 
small-scale reinvestment from sales, a microfund for members, and establishing partnerships with schools and 
cooperatives. This grassroots economic framework ensures sustainability without reliance on donor funding and 
promotes community ownership of climate adaptation practices (UNDP website, Juventud guatemalteca lidera la 
acción climática).

Note: OP = operational phase.

https://sgp.undp.org/spacial-itemid-projects-landing-page/spacial-itemid-project-search-results/spacial-itemid-project-detailpage.html?view=projectdetail&id=27683
https://undp-nature.exposure.co/juventud-guatemalteca-lidera-la-accion-climatica
https://undp-nature.exposure.co/juventud-guatemalteca-lidera-la-accion-climatica
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	l 223 (46 percent) indicated benefits were only some-
what sustained, often requiring additional support; 
and

	l 20 (4 percent) stated that benefits declined or dis-
appeared after funding ended.

There appears to be consensus that the long-term suc-
cess of SGP projects hinges on sustained community 
ownership, follow-up support, and structural integra-
tion into broader development frameworks (figure 3.3). 
However, most respondents noted that follow-up sup-
port, technical assistance, and partnerships were the 
most difficult aspects of the SGP to maintain within 
available resources. They also emphasized the need for 
continued technical assistance, mentoring, and peri-
odic engagement even after grant closure, arguing that 
without these, initial gains could taper off. 

A recurring recommendation from respondents and 
stakeholders was to lengthen project time frames or 
introduce phased support mechanisms to allow inno-
vations and practices to take root. Others called for 
better alignment with local government institutions 
and policies, suggesting that embedding project out-
comes in municipal or national frameworks could help 
secure resources and legitimacy. Several respon-
dents highlighted the value of capacity building—not 
just during project implementation but as a long-term 

Figure 3.3  Distribution of factors influencing SGP 
project sustainability
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training
Community ownership 
& involvement
Gov’t and institutional 
support
Long-term funding 
availability
Market access for 
project outputs
Other

8% 
(38)

7% 
(33)

Source: Evaluation survey.
Note: Numbers of responses are in parentheses.

accompaniment to enable communities and CSOs to 
independently sustain outcomes. 

Sustainability in SGP 2.0
Measures are in place to continue to improve on sustain-
ability metrics under OP8, but there is a recurring concern 
about the fragility of benefits without follow-up investment 
or institutional backing. Building on lessons from ear-
lier phases, SGP 2.0 introduces several measures to 
bolster the sustainability of grants. This new opera-
tional arrangement fundamentally shifts how the SGP 
is implemented, with the clear goal of making results 
more durable. Key SGP 2.0 measures supporting sus-
tainability include the following.

	l Enhanced results framework. Under SGP 2.0, a new 
results framework has been established that aligns 
with the GEF-8 core indicators. For the first time, 
it also includes dedicated SGP-specific indicators 
focused on socioeconomic benefits. This means that 
the SGP will systematically monitor outcomes such 
as improvements in livelihoods, social inclusion, and 
capacity development across all projects. By track-
ing these aspects, the SGP can ensure that projects 
not only produce environmental results but also 
report on the social and financial conditions nec-
essary for long-term sustainability. 

	l Private sector engagement. Involving the private sector 
is a central element of SGP 2.0’s sustainability strat-
egy. Updated guidelines promote the inclusion of 
private sector partners in the governance and imple-
mentation of SGP projects. For example, NSCs and 
landscape-level platforms in SGP countries are invit-
ing private businesses and entrepreneurs to take 
part as stakeholders. 

	l World Bank microfinance initiative. The World Bank–
led Global Microfinance Initiative for Locally Led 
Action brings added benefits for long-term sus-
tainability and scaling, since it will enable follow-on 
funding such as microloans or seed capital for 
community groups, low-income households, 
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and microenterprises that have begun with SGP 
grants. This support allows them to expand 
income-generating activities linked to environmen-
tal efforts. By facilitating access to finance, SGP 2.0 
helps successful projects evolve into self-sustaining 
social enterprises or cooperatives.

	l Business-oriented approaches. The SGP is promoting 
business-oriented approaches within its country 
programs to enhance long-term viability. Grantees 
are encouraged and mentored to develop sus-
tainable livelihood ventures, such as ecotourism, 
agroecology products, or renewable energy ser-
vices. These ventures can continue beyond the grant 
period through market revenues.

	l Strategic country planning. To implement SGP 2.0 at 
the national level, each participating country will be 
required to develop an SGP country program strat-
egy or a landscape/seascape plan in collaboration 
with national stakeholders. These strategic plans 
delineate how groups of small grants will support 
broader ecosystem or developmental objectives 
and highlight opportunities for policy implementa-
tion and partnerships. By integrating SGP projects 
within a cohesive long-term national strategy, this 
approach ensures that individual grants are not 
stand-alone initiatives but part of a continuing effort. 

3.6	 Gender and social 
inclusiveness
The SGP’s approach to social inclusion from 2020 to 2024 
continues to be multifaceted and effective and is expected to 
continue throughout OP8. Despite progress, there contin-
ues to be limited involvement of persons with disabilities 
in the SGP under OP7, leaving many missed opportuni-
ties for the realization of joint socioeconomic inclusion 
and environmental benefits at local levels. However, 
awareness of opportunities was increasing, with spe-
cial emphasis on social inclusion in OP8.

Ensuring inclusive participation of traditionally marginalized 
groups—particularly women, youth, and Indigenous Peoples—
has long been a core strategy of the SGP. Project data from 
OP7 indicate that SGP country programs have made 
significant efforts to involve these groups in proj-
ect leadership and decision-making, and to achieve 
empowerment outcomes for them. Table 3.8 summa-
rizes key participation metrics for women, youth, and 
Indigenous Peoples in SGP-funded projects during this 
period.

Under OP7, the SGP established the promotion of social inclu-
sion as a strategic initiative. This included a commitment that 
“at least 35% of SGP country programs demonstrate appropri-
ate models of engaging youth and persons with disabilities” 
(GEF 2020). Tracking of the inclusion of persons with dis-
abilities began in 2019–20. In 2020–21, the SGP reported 
that 47 organizations of persons with disabilities par-
ticipated in SGP projects and strategies; in the 2023–24 
AMR, the figure was 50 organizations. Examples of 
projects completed during OP7 included the Climate 
Ambassadors in Georgia, which included organizations 
of persons with disabilities to strengthen their partici-
pation in climate change adaptation and environmental 
protection activities, and the inclusion of four women 
with disabilities in an aquaculture project in Zimbabwe 
(SGP 2024a).

Although anecdotal mention is made in the AMRs of an 
SGP innovation program focusing on engagement with 
persons with disabilities that was implemented in eight 
countries, no information on these is available in coun-
try programming strategies. Available reports also do 
not provide any more granular data or information on 
the nature and type of inclusion and participation. It is 
thus not clear whether the 35 percent target for social 
inclusion was met for the category of persons with dis-
abilities. Numerical indicators related to the number 
of organizations may not be sufficient to capture the 
nature and extent of participation by persons with dis-
abilities in SGP programming. 
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Women’s participation and leadership
Efforts to promote gender inclusion within the SGP have shown 
measurable progress in project leadership and design. By 
the end of OP7, 43 percent of SGP projects were led by 
women—either as project coordinators or as heads 
of women’s cooperatives—an increase from roughly 
one-third at the start of the period. Over 78 percent of 
projects were classified as gender-responsive, incor-
porating gender-specific activities, outcomes, and 
indicators (box 3.1). Country programs supported this 
progress through practical measures such as requir-
ing gender checklists during project appraisal by 
NSCs and including sex-disaggregated indicators and 
women-focused components in project design. By 
2023, 90 percent of SGP country programs had desig-
nated a gender focal point on their steering committees, 
reflecting strong institutional commitment. Despite 
these positive developments, it remains unclear at this 
time to what extent SGP interventions produced socially 
transformational outcomes for women or led to broader 
shifts in gender equality.

In general, SGP participants felt that the SGP did well to 
strengthen the role of women. Eighty-nine percent of 
survey respondents indicated gender inclusion was 
conducted “rather well” or “excellent.” When consid-
ering women respondents only, the ratio decreases 
slightly to 82 percent. Among the benefits cited were 
“female empowerment through experience in manag-
ing economic resources and executing projects”; other 
respondents conversely noted that complicated proce-
dures hindered the participation of women and other 
vulnerable groups.

Youth have also become an increasingly important stakeholder 
group in SGP projects, recognized as both future leaders and 
active change agents in addressing environmental challenges. 
From 2020 to 2024, approximately 40 percent of SGP 
projects included youth in key roles or as primary ben-
eficiaries, with hundreds of youth-led or youth-serving 
organizations participating. Many country programs 
(approximately 71  percent) appointed youth focal 
points on their NSCs to ensure that youth perspectives 
were integrated into grantmaking. SGP projects tar-
geting youth have yielded significant empowerment 

Table 3.8  Gender and social inclusion in Small Grants Programme OP7

Group Participation in SGP projects Notable indicators of inclusion and empowerment

Women
	l 34% of projects led by women (2020)
	l 43% of projects led by women (2023) 

	l Approximately 78–81% of projects were gender‐responsive
	l Gender focal points established in 86–90% of country programs, ensuring 

women’s needs are addressed in project design and approval

Youth

	l 38% of projects with youth 
participation or leadership (2020)

	l 41% of projects with youth 
participation or leadership (2023)

	l 209–253 youth organizations engaged in the SGP
	l ~73% of country programs have a youth focal point on their national 

steering committees, facilitating youth engagement in decision-making

Indigenous 
Peoples

22% of projects involved Indigenous 
Peoples (2020)

	l 889 Indigenous leaders directly participated in project activities 
	l About 40% of country programs have Indigenous focal points on steering 

committees
	l Culturally appropriate grant procedures adopted (e.g., proposals 

accepted in local languages in 18 countries) to improve Indigenous access 
and participation

Sources: SGP 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024a.
Note: OP7 = seventh operational phase.
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outcomes, often combining environmental action with 
education, entrepreneurship, and leadership develop-
ment, as illustrated in box 3.2 and box 3.3. 

In addition to on-the-ground initiatives, the SGP facili-
tated youth engagement at global forums, organizing a 
Youth Climate Action video competition in partnership 
with multilateral environmental agreements—including 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, the Convention on Biological Diversity, and 
the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertifica-
tion—to amplify youth voices internationally. Overall, 
the SGP experience demonstrates that when provided 
with adequate resources and training, youth can drive 

innovative solutions and influence communal practices 
for environmental sustainability.

Indigenous Peoples’ involvement and 
empowerment
Indigenous Peoples remained a priority constituency for the 
SGP over the course of OP7, and their participation has led 
to tangible empowerment outcomes. In OP6, the third joint 
SGP evaluation found that projects involving Indige-
nous Peoples rose steadily—from 192 projects in 2014 

Box 3.1  Small Grants Programme supports 
women-led projects in nature-based 
enterprises in Lesotho

In Lesotho, an SGP grant to the nongovernmental 
organization Technologies for Economic Develop-
ment supported women-led nature-based enterprises 
in honey production. The project—operational from 
September 2020 to June 2023—trained 44 people, 
including 37 women, in beekeeping skills through 
a national workshop. It facilitated the production of 
200 modern beehives and 50 trap boxes, which were 
distributed to trainees to jump-start their businesses. 
The introduction of affordable top-bar beehive tech-
nology helped overcome challenges with traditional 
hives and yielded insights for future beekeeping 
policy development. Importantly, the project catalyzed 
broader organizational empowerment: it convened 
district-level beekeeping networks and committees, 
laying the groundwork for establishing a national bee-
keepers association. This multisectoral process has 
ignited strong interest in beekeeping especially among 
women, but also among youth and even members of 
the national security services—positioning them to 
lead a growing sustainable honey-enterprise sector 
in Lesotho.

Source: SGP 2023.

Box 3.2  Example of youth engagement and 
leadership

In Peru, a Small Grants Programme project imple-
mented by the Comunidad Campesina Capacmarca 
mobilized 40 local youth to lead sustainable land and 
water management initiatives. In this capacity, they 
successfully protected 1,548 hectares of critical head-
water ecosystems through communal agreements as 
part of a public investment project for sustainable 
forest management.

The youth received extensive training in integrated 
water resource management and agroecological 
farming, including practical workshops on organic 
fertilization. Utilizing their new skills, the participants 
established 20 hectares of agroecological quinoa and 
tarwi crops and fenced off 31 hectares to regener-
ate native queñua forests. They also restored native 
plant species, including queñua trees and tarwi, and 
developed a water management plan for the local 
microbasin. By dedicating communal land to sustain-
able use and conservation, the youth improved their 
community’s food security and ecosystem resilience.

This project showcased youth leadership in enhancing 
community resilience and self-sufficiency, as the par-
ticipants spearheaded environmental restoration while 
actively engaging in local decision-making. 

Source: SGP 2024a.
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to 289 in 2019; by the end of that phase, approximately 
20 percent of the portfolio included Indigenous Peo-
ples’ participation. In OP7, 22 percent of SGP projects 
were reported as involving Indigenous Peoples as 
implementers, partners, or target communities. This 
represents modest progress over OP6 (GEF IEO 2025a; 
GEF IEO and UNDP IEO 2021; SGP 2020). Given the per-
sistent language, capacity, and remoteness barriers 
facing many Indigenous communities, maintaining and 
slightly increasing that level of engagement signals real 
effort. For instance, in OP7, 32 country programs estab-
lished Indigenous Peoples’ focal points on their steering 
committees and 36 undertook enhanced outreach to 
Indigenous Peoples’ groups (SGP 2024a).

To enhance Indigenous Peoples’ inclusion, the SGP adapted its 
processes. For example, 18 country programs accepted 
grant proposals in local Indigenous languages, and 
14 countries piloted the use of participatory video for 
proposal submissions. In 28 countries, Indigenous 
representatives were included in NSCs or technical 
advisory groups, ensuring they had a voice in project 
selection and guidance. By 2020, 39 percent of country 
programs had appointed an Indigenous Peoples’ focal 
person within their SGP governance structure to cham-
pion Indigenous issues. The effectiveness with which 
the SGP has reached or included Indigenous Peoples is 
evaluated at a moderately high level (84 out of 100) by 
survey respondents. 

The participation of Indigenous Peoples in SGP projects has led 
to tangible empowerment outcomes, as illustrated in box 3.4. 
During one reporting period, 889 Indigenous leaders, 
both women and men, participated in SGP-supported 
activities. This participation resulted in improved 
capacities of Indigenous organizations to design and 
manage projects and strengthened representation of 
Indigenous interests in environmental policy advocacy.

There are limited data on the participation of persons with 
disabilities or their leadership in projects funded by the SGP. 
Data are beginning to emerge on SGP projects involving 
the participation of persons with disabilities. Although 

Box 3.3  Matching traditional knowledge and 
information technology for natural resource 
conservation in Mexico

In Capulalpán de Méndez in the Mexican state of 
Oaxaca, the Small Grants Programme (SGP) worked 
with a federation of Indigenous organizations, the 
Unión de Comunidades Productoras Forestales Zapo-
tecas y Chinantecas de La Sierra Juárez. The union 
covers a very large area—23,890 hectares, of which 
5,097 hectares are dedicated to forest management.

The SGP supported a collaboration between the 
union and the Department of Computer Science of 
the University of Sierra Juarez on the use of infor-
mation technology and camera traps to monitor soil 
health, water conditions, vegetation cover, and wild-
life. This collaboration provided students—including 
young women—from the Indigenous communities with 
updated technological skills, while allowing traditional 
community maps to be matched with scientific data 
and indicators, tracking the results of natural resource 
management and the effects of climate change.

In an area characterized by substantial outmigration 
and where the youth are said to have little interest in 
traditional community activities, access to technical 
know-how provided the younger generations with dis-
tinct opportunities:

	l A fresh lens through which to view the local natu-
ral resources base and new ideas about initiatives 
that would suit their interests (e.g., sustainable log-
ging, spring water bottling, ecotourism, payment for 
environmental services schemes)

	l A chance to address the local assemblies (tradition-
ally dominated by elder males), be recognized for 
their new skills, and receive their support to exper-
iment with new activities.

Source: GEF IEO 2025a.
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targets were set, reports do not mention this group 
in particular, nor has there been an explicit effort to 
remove barriers to their participation in NSCs or as 
grantees. 

Measures to improve inclusiveness and 
representation in OP8
The SGP under OP8 continues to advance the inclusion agenda 
by embedding gender equality throughout its programming, 
from governance to grantmaking. Each participating coun-
try must conduct a gender analysis to inform a dedicated 
gender action plan aligned with its national strategy. 
NSCs are required to appoint gender focal points and 
ensure that women’s perspectives are integrated into 
project appraisal and oversight. Applicants must include 
gender-responsive activities in their proposals, with 
technical mentors helping to address any identified 
gaps. The SGP also sets a quantitative target of 425,600 
direct female beneficiaries for OP8, and mandates griev-
ance mechanisms through female representatives.

The inclusion of Indigenous Peoples is similarly reinforced, 
with cultural sensitivity guiding the localization of coun-
try program strategies through village-level consultations. 
Indigenous and local community representatives are 
required on steering committees to ensure partici-
pation in funding and policy decisions. The design of 
the global program under tranches 1 and 2 recognizes 
cultural distinctiveness as an operational principle: 
according to the PIF, the program “strives to be…sensi-
tive to Indigenous customs, local languages and cultural 
values” and will localize every country program strat-
egy through village-level consultations in Indigenous 
territories. In particular, output 1.1 requires participa-
tory country program strategies and NSCs that include 
Indigenous Peoples and local community represen-
tatives, ensuring that Indigenous leaders sit where 
funding and policy decisions are made. Programming 
by FAO and Conservation International continues to pri-
oritize Indigenous leadership. 

A critical gap remains in the availability of granular data on 
both the nature and impact of the inclusion of persons with 
disabilities in SGP programming. OP8 does not yet provide 
clarity on how their participation will be supported or 
barriers removed, highlighting an area requiring greater 
attention in future phases.

Box 3.4  Indigenous Peoples in leadership 
under the Small Grants Programme

An Indigenous-led community association on Vanu-
atu’s Tanna Island addressed forest degradation and 
water scarcity with Small Grants Programme (SGP) 
support. The community established a forest nurs-
ery that improved water access and planted native 
trees to restore deforested areas while preventing 
soil erosion on garden slopes. The association culti-
vated culturally important plants, including medicinal 
herbs, and conducted training sessions in land and 
forest management in the local language with Indig-
enous participants. 

In a significant move toward environmental stew-
ardship, the community designated a 5-hectare tract 
of traditionally owned forest as a no-take, no-entry 
conservation zone to rehabilitate the watershed. The 
project’s outreach extended to neighboring villages. 
During World Environment Day, the group distributed 
4,000 tree seedlings from the nursery to 10 Indigenous 
tribes for reforestation on their lands. 

Through this project, Indigenous leaders not only 
restored critical ecosystems but also exercised lead-
ership in natural resource governance, strengthening 
customary land management practices. This exam-
ple illustrates how SGP projects can respect and 
leverage Indigenous knowledge while empowering 
communities to secure rights to land and resources 
and participate in local and national environmental 
governance. 

Source: SGP 2022.
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3.7	 Innovation
Innovation under OP7
The SGP has moved from ad hoc innovation to a program-
wide, structured approach to innovation, producing tangible 
technological, social, financial, and policy breakthroughs that 
are already being adopted and scaled. The SGP portfolio 
demonstrates increasingly systematized innovation 
across four key domains: technological, social, finan-
cial, and policy/institutional. Projects illustrate how 
grassroots initiatives can drive impactful solutions, 
especially in underserved contexts.

	l In the technological space, renewable energy systems 
and water access technologies have improved live-
lihoods and enhanced climate resilience. 

	l Social innovations prioritize inclusion—engaging 
persons with disabilities, Indigenous communities, 
and youth through accessible infrastructure, edu-
cation, and cultural expression. 

	l Financial innovations transform environmental chal-
lenges into income opportunities by developing 
markets for invasive species or enabling eco-loans 
and community enterprises. 

	l Finally, policy and institutional innovations stem from 
project-level successes that inform community 
by-laws and influence national policy, demonstrating 

the SGP’s capacity to seed systemic change from the 
bottom up.

Most survey respondents, including grantees, national 
SGP coordinators, and GEF focal points, agree that inno-
vativeness is a key feature of the SGP at least some of 
the time, and report that the key mechanisms for such 
innovation stem from the adoption of community-driven 
knowledge, adoption of new technologies, and creative 
business models (figure 3.4). From 2020 to 2024, there 
is also evidence that many pilot innovations from the 
SGP were adopted by governments or further devel-
oped by the communities themselves. 

During GEF-7, the SGP formalized its focus on innovation 
through dedicated programs initiated in OP6 and expanded 
in OP7. These innovation funding opportunities enabled 
groups of countries to explore advanced solutions 
aligned with key strategic priorities. By 2022–23, the 
SGP was supporting innovation pilots in 38 countries 
(approximately 31 percent of the participating nations) 
addressing topics like artisanal gold mining (mer-
cury reduction), enterprises led by women, inclusion 
of persons with disabilities, access to clean energy 
for Indigenous Peoples, youth engagement in climate 
change, conservation of big cats, sustainability in small 
island developing states, and management of plastic 
waste. Examples of such innovations are presented in 
table 3.9.

Figure 3.4  Survey respondents’ ranking of the types of innovation under OP7

58%

37%

23%

89%

6%Other
n = 30

Policy or regulatory innovations
n = 115

Business model innovations
n = 187

Technological innovations
n = 296

Community-driven knowledge solutions
n = 455

Source: Evaluation survey.
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Table 3.9  Examples of innovations supported under OP7

Innovation type Innovation example

Community-driven 
knowledge solutions

In Brazil, an SGP-supported initiative led by Quilombola women from the Pacari Association focused on 
developing value chains for native medicinal oils to generate income for local communities. This project resulted 
in sustainable vegetable oils and related products, along with the creation of a comprehensive 300-page 
illustrated book documenting traditional knowledge of medicinal plants, helping safeguard Indigenous practices, 
and preventing biopiracy. The SGP also provided equipment and training to enhance the quality of local oil-
processing techniques (GEF IEO and UNDP IEO 2021).

In Mexico, the SGP supported a collaboration between the Unión de Comunidades Productoras Forestales 
Zapotecas y Chinantecas de La Sierra Juárez and the Department of Computer Science at the University of 
Sierra Juarez on the use of information technology to monitor soil health, water conditions, vegetation cover, and 
wildlife. This collaboration provided students from the Indigenous communities with updated technological skills, 
while allowing traditional community maps to be matched with scientific data and indicators, tracking the results 
of natural resource management and the effects of climate change (GEF IEO 2025a).

Technological 
innovation

A community-driven initiative in Sierra Leone successfully restored 50 hectares of land degraded by artisanal 
mining through participatory agroforestry. Local residents were trained in planting nitrogen-fixing species 
and fruit-bearing trees, which enhanced green cover and improved soil health. Approximately 500 individuals 
directly benefited from enhanced land access, increased food security, and training in sustainable practices. 
This model is now recognized as a replicable strategy for postmining rehabilitation in West Africa, contributing 
to both land regeneration and inclusive development (SGP, Land Reclamation of Abandoned Artisanal Mined out 
Sites in Nongowa Chiefdom, Kenema District, Sierra Leone). 

A 2024 innovation addressed the need for safer agricultural practices among rice farmers in northwest Sierra 
Leone. Two demonstration plots were established to provide hands-on training in the safe handling and 
application of agrochemicals. A total of 345 farmers, including women and youth, participated in field sessions 
that focused on the importance of using protective equipment, maintaining proper dosage, and implementing 
environmental safeguards. This initiative strengthened agricultural extension systems and improved health and 
safety in a high-risk rural economy (SGP, Promoting the Safe Use of Agro-Chemicals among Rice Farmers).

Social and inclusion 
innovation

An OP7 initiative improved Indigenous Peoples’ access to renewable energy through various projects, including 
a micro-hydroelectric plant in Honduras and solar systems for communities in Nepal. It also set up solar 
charging stations in Cambodia and provided maintenance training to the Baka and Bagyeli peoples in Cameroon. 
Additionally, the program supported important policy changes, such as the legalization of conservation 
areas in Cambodia and the strengthening of customary laws in Timor-Leste. Overall, it offered renewable 
energy technologies and advanced sustainable energy access for marginalized communities, with a special 
effort toward training of Indigenous communities to lead solar, hydro, and biogas installations (SGP, OP7 SGP 
Innovation Programme: Indigenous Peoples’ Access to Energy Phase 2). 

Financial and 
market-based 
innovation

SGP Ecuador has established market-based strategies that transform community environmental projects 
into sustainable businesses. GreenCrowds was established as the first environmental crowdfunding platform 
in Ecuador, funneling private cofinance and visibility to community projects. The program has facilitated 
the development and promotion of green products, including natural foods and handicrafts, alongside eco-
certification, and has enhanced community ecotourism as a source of income. These initiatives have led to the 
creation of new community-run enterprises, value-added products connected to biodiversity, and payment for 
ecosystem services schemes that reward conservation efforts. Rural producers have gained improved market 
access through fair trade supply chains and certification systems, which have boosted household incomes and 
encouraged sustainable practices (UNDP Project Document).

(continued)

https://sgp.undp.org/innovation-library/item/2639-land-reclamation-of-abandoned-artisanal-mined-out-sites-in-nongowa-chiefdom-kenema-district,-sierra-leone.html
https://sgp.undp.org/innovation-library/item/2639-land-reclamation-of-abandoned-artisanal-mined-out-sites-in-nongowa-chiefdom-kenema-district,-sierra-leone.html
https://sgp.undp.org/innovation-library/item/2638-promoting-the-safe-use-of-agro-chemicals-among-rice-farmers.html
https://sgp.org.np/assets/docs/OP7_Innovation_Programme_IPs_access_to_energy_Phase%20_2.pdf
https://sgp.org.np/assets/docs/OP7_Innovation_Programme_IPs_access_to_energy_Phase%20_2.pdf
https://www.ppd-ecuador.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/ECUADOR-SGP-UNDP-GEF-Prodoc-for-signature-02-oct-2019.pdf
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Innovation type Innovation example

Financial and 
market-based 
innovation 
(continued)

In Sierra Leone, the youth-led social enterprise eWomen has converted plastic waste into low-cost bricks, which 
are then used to construct affordable school buildings. They have also created new employment opportunities 
by empowering young women to work as keke taxi drivers and waste managers, significantly reducing plastic 
pollution in the process. By 2021, eWomen attracted approximately $20,000 in additional investment and 
received recognition for its innovative business model. This case illustrates how SGP-supported initiatives can 
effectively transform waste into valuable resources, resulting in both economic growth and environmental 
improvements (SGP, Building Affordable School Structures Using Plastic Bricks made from Plastic Waste to 
Promote Zero Plastic Waste in Sierra Leone).

Policy and 
institutional 
innovation

In Argentina, the SGP has effectively connected community innovation with policy and planning efforts. Civil 
society organization–government dialogue platforms have been established (e.g., regular multistakeholder 
forums, inputs into biodiversity and agroecology strategies). A notable initiative is the biennial Good Practices 
and Knowledge Management Fair, which brings together civil society, SGP beneficiaries, and government 
representatives. The event allows local innovators to showcase successful practices and technologies, thereby 
exerting a direct influence on policy makers. Such knowledge-sharing initiatives have fostered meaningful policy 
dialogue, encouraging a shift in policy engagement, with local and national authorities increasingly supporting 
community-driven solutions (GEF IEO and UNDP IEO 2021, box 6).

In Mexico, the SGP has made a notable impact on the apiculture sector by supporting Indigenous and community 
enterprises. Initially, the SGP provided microgrants to Mayan honey producers but later evolved to foster a 
nationwide alliance of honey cooperatives. This support not only strengthened producer organizations and 
increased honey production but also prompted a shift in national policy regarding beekeeping. The Mexican 
government adopted new regulations that align with Indigenous values, including the recognition of traditional 
melipona bee farming. This has allowed for the legal registration and empowerment of grassroots groups 
(especially Indigenous organizations) to secure resource rights (SGP, Queens of Their Hives: A Network of Maya 
Women Produce Melipona Honey and Protect Biodiversity in Mexico). 

In Sierra Leone, an SGP project aimed to restore the ecological integrity of a degraded university botanical 
reserve in Freetown by incorporating ecosystem-based adaptation techniques. It focused on rehabilitating 
forest areas, boosting native biodiversity, and establishing interpretive trails for environmental education. The 
project also advocated for the formal inclusion of green spaces in institutional land use policies. Its legacy 
includes improved biodiversity, educational opportunities for students, and enhanced climate resilience in urban 
environments (SGP, Ecological Restoration through Ecosystem-Based Adaptation of the Botanic Reserve at 
Fourah Bay College).

Note: OP7 = seventh operational phase; SGP = Small Grants Programme.

Table 3.9  Examples of innovations supported under OP7 (continued)

Prospects for innovation under SGP 2.0
Looking ahead, SGP 2.0 continues to formalize this innova-
tion trajectory through the global program but also through 
the special initiatives. SGP 2.0 introduces a suite of 
new mechanisms to systematically support innova-
tion across the program, including the CSO Challenge 
Program implemented by IUCN and the Global Micro-
finance Initiative for Locally Led Action implemented by 
the World Bank. At the global level, the CSO Challenge 
Program intends, according to its PIF, to “identify and 

scale high-impact environmental solutions led by civil 
society, representing institutional, social and technical 
innovation.” The specific mechanisms and definitions 
through which innovations will be identified are not yet 
spelled out.

FAO is also expected to bring added technical innova-
tion through the intended incubation and acceleration 
services delivered to grantees to help refine proposals 
and scale solutions. In particular, a process has been 
set up within FAO to support the integration of technical 

https://sgp.undp.org/innovation-library/item/2640-building-affordable-school-structures-using-plastic-bricks-made-from-plastic-waste-to-promote-zero-plastic-waste-in-sierra-leone.html
https://sgp.undp.org/innovation-library/item/2640-building-affordable-school-structures-using-plastic-bricks-made-from-plastic-waste-to-promote-zero-plastic-waste-in-sierra-leone.html
https://sgp.undp.org/resources-155/our-stories/654-queens-of-their-hives-a-rk-of-mayan-women-produce-melipona-honey-and-protect-biodiversity-in-mexico.html
https://sgp.undp.org/resources-155/our-stories/654-queens-of-their-hives-a-rk-of-mayan-women-produce-melipona-honey-and-protect-biodiversity-in-mexico.html
https://sgp.undp.org/innovation-library/item/2637-ecological-restoration-through-ecosystem-based-adaptation-of-the-botanic-reserve-at-fourah-bay-college.html
https://sgp.undp.org/innovation-library/item/2637-ecological-restoration-through-ecosystem-based-adaptation-of-the-botanic-reserve-at-fourah-bay-college.html


 3.  Findings

37

and institutional innovation by drawing on internal FAO 
expertise and communities of practice. These services, 
supported by an online platform, aim to reduce trans-
action costs, improve technical quality, and boost local 

capacity. Together, these innovations mark a shift from 
ad hoc creative projects to a deliberate ecosystem for 
nurturing, codifying, and scaling CSO-led innovation at 
both the grassroots and policy levels.
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Annex A

Summary note on 
SGP status

The Small Grants Programme (SGP) remains a corner-
stone of the GEF’s efforts to support community-driven 
environmental initiatives. This annex provides an 
update on recent progress within the SGP, focusing on 
(1) implementation of the recommendations from the 
most recent joint evaluation of the SGP (GEF IEO and 
UNDP IEO 2021), (2) recent developments under SGP 2.0. 
These recommendations are summarized in table A.1; 
implementation status is reported in table A.2. 

Implementation of joint evaluation 
recommendations
Long-term vision and strategic direction

In response to the recommendation for a consultative 
process toward formulating a long-term vision for the 
SGP, a series of stakeholder consultations were initiated 
in 2022. The GEF Secretariat, in collaboration with the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and 
the SGP Steering Committee, has worked to develop a 
comprehensive strategy that aligns with GEF-8 objec-
tives. A part of this result, new operating modalities and 
structuring for the SGP (SGP 2.0) were adopted, with the 
stated objective to

Catalyze and mobilize civil society actors and local 
actions needed to address major drivers of envi-
ronmental degradation and help deliver multiple 
benefits across the GEF’s mandated thematic dimen-
sions, while promoting sustainable development and 
improved livelihoods. (GEF 2024a, 4)

However, while initial steps have been taken, there is 
no evidence that a finalized long-term vision has been 
formally adopted by the GEF Council or fully integrated 
into the new operational framework. 

Enhancing financial and operational sustainability

Recognizing concerns about the impact of a shrink-
ing funding envelope, the SGP has actively pursued 
diversified funding sources. The integration of new 
implementing partner Agencies in the SGP (Conser-
vation International and the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations [FAO]) could support 
resource diversification. This diversification is critical 
to maintaining program sustainability while reduc-
ing dependence on GEF core funding (GEF IEO and 
UNDP IEO 2021). However, there is as yet no evidence 
of a long-term financial strategy that goes beyond the 
traditional donors. Uncertainties related to replenish-
ments remain. While funding sources have certainly 
been diversified, there is no clear evidence of a formal-
ized financial sustainability plan that ensures long-term 
stability beyond GEF-8.

Reconsideration of the upgrading policy

The upgrading policy has been reviewed to assess its 
impact on transaction costs and operational efficiency. 
The findings indicate that while upgraded countries 
have greater autonomy, the transition process has 
introduced administrative burdens and potential gaps 
in civil society organization (CSO) funding. The GEF 
Secretariat has proposed revised upgrading criteria 
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to better reflect CSO capacities and the economic con-
texts of participating countries. These adjustments 
aim to minimize risks while ensuring that small-scale 
community projects remain adequately supported. The 
GEF-8 Programming Directions for SGP mention the 
“GEF’s ambition to pursuing universal access/oppor-
tunity and eliminating the SGP Upgrading Policy” (GEF 
Secretariat 2022, 232) The SGP upgrading policy was 
officially canceled in the GEF Council–approved SGP 2.0 
implementation arrangements for GEF-8 in 2023 (GEF 
2022).

Programmatic streamlining and simplification

Efforts have been made to simplify SGP interventions, 
particularly in relation to thematic frameworks such 
as landscape/seascape approaches. The 2023 pro-
gram adjustments aimed to slow the pace of change, 
ensuring that local communities can adopt and inter-
nalize new programming structures more effectively 
(GEF Secretariat 2022). The 2.0 guidelines outline 
the governance structures for the SGP at both global 
and national levels, emphasizing resource allocation; 
budget planning; grant disbursement; and the frame-
work for monitoring, evaluation, and reporting (GEF 
2024a). The GEF-8 SGP Results Framework, detailed 
in the SGP 2.0 operational guidelines, aligns with the 
GEF-8 core indicators, incorporating specific indica-
tors to assess social inclusion and livelihood outcomes. 
These guidelines have successfully aided the three core 
implementing Agencies in formulating SGP projects 
(GEF IEO 2025b). 

It is not evident whether these programmatic changes 
have been uniformly applied across all participat-
ing countries or whether they have led to measurable 
improvements in efficiency.

Strengthening monitoring, evaluation, and knowledge 
management

The GEF Secretariat has taken significant steps to 
improve monitoring and reporting mechanisms within 

the SGP. In 2023, a new results-based management 
system was introduced to facilitate real-time track-
ing of program outcomes. Additionally, the SGP has 
launched an online repository for lessons learned, 
ensuring that experiences from various country pro-
grams can inform future implementation strategies 
(MAR 2024 annex, 12). 

While new monitoring tools have been introduced, 
there is limited documentation on their effective-
ness in improving project accountability and learning 
outcomes.

Recent developments in SGP 2.0 
SGP 2.0, launched under GEF-8, has introduced key 
changes to governance, funding mechanisms, and pro-
gram execution:

	l Expansion of implementing Agencies beyond UNDP 
to include FAO and Conservation International, 
broadening expertise and operational reach.

	l Increased emphasis on cost efficiency, with admin-
istrative overhead reductions while maintaining 
quality assurance in project implementation.

	l A new CSO Challenge Program to foster high-impact, 
innovative environmental initiatives led by CSOs, 
with a focus on youth, women, and Indigenous Peo-
ples. The International Union for Conservation of 
Nature will implement this initiative.

	l The SGP 2.0 implementation arrangements have 
allocated $10 million for a Global Microfinance Ini-
tiative for Locally Led Action financing window (GEF 
2022). This initiative aims to enhance the capaci-
ties of microfinance institutions in designing and 
offering innovative financial products and solutions. 
It focuses on supporting low-income households, 
small producers, and microenterprises by improving 
their access to financing for climate and environ-
mental solutions, ultimately leading to positive 
livelihoods and global environmental benefits. 
Additionally, the initiative is expected to strengthen 

https://www.gefieo.org/en/types/evaluations/mar-2024
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partnerships between the local public and private 
sectors (GEF IEO 2025b). The World Bank has been 
identified to lead this initiative, with details to be pre-
sented at the 68th Council Meeting.

Some components, such as expanding new implement-
ing Agencies, are still in early implementation phases 
with limited evaluation of their effectiveness. Table A.2 
provides an update on the progress made as of end of 
March 2025.

Challenges and next steps 
While progress has been made, several challenges 
remain:

	l Resource allocation: ensuring sufficient and equitable 
distribution of funds among countries

	l Knowledge sharing: strengthening mechanisms for 
cross-country learning to maximize program impact

	l Scaling up successes: identifying and replicating suc-
cessful community initiatives to achieve broader 
environmental benefits

	l Lack of concrete implementation evidence: lacking clear 
documentation of measurable progress or success-
ful application of proposed changes.

Going forward, the SGP will continue to refine its 
operational model to enhance effectiveness and sus-
tainability. The next phase of consultations will focus 
on finalizing the long-term vision and addressing out-
standing implementation challenges.

Conclusion
The SGP has made notable strides in addressing the 
recommendations from the 2021 evaluation. Through 
ongoing reforms, diversification of funding, and 
enhanced monitoring, the program is well-positioned 
to continue delivering meaningful global environmental 
benefits while supporting community-driven initiatives. 
However, gaps remain in formalizing policy revisions, 
ensuring financial sustainability, and demonstrating the 
impact of new monitoring systems. Further engage-
ment with stakeholders will be crucial in shaping the 
next phase of the SGP and ensuring its continued suc-
cess under GEF-8 and beyond.
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Table A.1  Recommendations articulated by the third GEF-UNDP joint evaluation of the SGP

No. Directed to Summary Full text of recommendation

Strategic recommendations

1 GEF and 
UNDP

Formulate 
an updated 
long-term 
vision for the 
SGP

As recommended in the 2015 evaluation [GEF IEO and UNDP IEO 2015], the SGP should conduct 
a consultative process toward the formulation of an updated long-term vision for the SGP. This 
process should begin by taking stock of the past 25+ years of programming and should serve to 
inform future replenishment discussions. The process should be inclusive of upgraded countries, 
countries participating in the SGP global program, the GEF Council, and UNDP; and the final vision 
should be adopted by the GEF Council/Assembly. The purpose would be to ensure that the vision, 
mission, and mandate of the SGP are clear and consensual and serve as a guiding framework for 
policy decisions through GEF periods.

2 GEF Provide 
detailed 
analysis to 
Council

In developing the implementation arrangements for the SGP, the GEF Secretariat, in collaboration 
with UNDP, should provide the Council and the next replenishment with a detailed analysis of the 
impacts of a shrinking SGP funding envelope on the operations of the SGP, the pressures placed on 
STAR allocations, demands to add new countries to the global program without concomitant growth 
in core funding, and the risk of losing the goodwill and social capital the SGP brings to the GEF as a 
whole. Going forward, the level of resources provided to the SGP must be considered in proportion 
with the requirements for expansion and “universal access,” and the upgrading policy could be 
designed so as to maximize benefits rather than primarily as a means for creating “fiscal space.”

2 GEF and 
UNDP

Reconsider 
the 
upgrading 
policy

The SGP should reconsider whether it needs a continued upgrading policy. If upgrading is 
maintained, the SGP should rethink the means for its implementation in order to reduce the 
risk borne by countries and CSOs. This applies to all stakeholders involved in policy making for 
the SGP. This would include a revision of the upgrading criteria, as recommended in the 2015 
evaluation, as well as implementation arrangements and operational modalities. The two cycles of 
upgrading have brought to light significant challenges that need to be taken into consideration if 
and when continuing to upgrade countries. The revised policy should be focused on CSO capacity 
and potential for global environmental benefits and should consider the effects of upgrading on 
transaction costs, operational considerations, risks in all fiscal contexts; and also consider the 
risks in having small community projects go unfunded. To conserve the high levels of efficiency 
when transitioning from global program to upgraded status, assumptions about civil society 
capacity and the CSO-government relationship need to be examined on a case-by-case basis. 

Programmatic recommendation

4 CPMT Simplify 
program 
frameworks

The ways that SGP interventions are packaged, such as strategic initiatives, focal area results, 
innovation programs and Grantmaker Plus initiatives, should be simplified. A small number of 
thematic frameworks (e.g., landscape/seascape approach) may be adopted to steer or shape 
programming, incentivize innovation, or address urgent and emerging issues, but the pace of 
change should be slow enough to allow for local adoption and internalization by local communities.

Operational recommendations

5 SGP 
Steering 
Committee 
and CPMT

Reenergize 
governance 
structures

As recommended in the 2015 joint evaluation, the SGP should review and reenergize its governance 
at the global and national levels. This will help to avoid misunderstandings and strengthen the 
relationship through revised terms of reference, improved communication, agreed operational 
language, or more frequent meetings. At the national level, the terms of reference of the national 
steering committees should be reviewed with emphasis on building synergies with the national 
UNDP programs and creating spaces for new steering committee members that could help in 
increasing the broader adoption of SGP projects (such as including members with expertise in 
building business models or inclusion of private sector representatives).

(continued)
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No. Directed to Summary Full text of recommendation

6 CPMT Improve 
tracking of 
intangible 
results

The SGP should test new ways to track and aggregate the intangible results generated by countries 
from SGP inputs such as the benefits received from its capacity-building activities, monitoring and 
evaluation, communications, and knowledge management. There should be a systematic process 
in which the global program countries benefit from the experiences of the upgraded countries 
and vice versa. At the country level, the SGP should be able to track the evolution of the grantees 
it supports and the broader adoption of activities that have been implemented to maximize the 
space for innovation and support the evolution of its grantees. The CPMT should continue to ensure 
that adequate knowledge management strategies are in place with related capacity to implement 
them, which would allow the maximization of broader adoption opportunities stemming from SGP 
initiatives.

7 CPMT, UNDP, 
GEF

Improve 
sustainability 
tracking

The approach to and measurement of sustainability in the SGP should be improved to capture 
the tangible and intangible benefits of the program. A first layer of sustainability could be 
measured at the grant or project level, while another could be measured at the level of grantees. 
A measure of sustainability in this context may be whether the organizations continue to operate 
in the environmental space after the SGP grant is concluded. A scale of CSO capacity could be 
devised that would allow for long-term tracking of SGP grantees and their progression along the 
development continuum, especially for those that receive repeat funding or whose activities are 
replicated or upscaled through new projects. 

8 CPMT Incentivize 
innovation 
and entre-
preneurship

The CPMT should create operational mechanisms to improve and incentivize innovation and 
business-oriented approaches in country programs. These mechanisms would maximize the 
potential for environmental benefits and social inclusion while creating opportunities for long-term 
viability of projects supported by the SGP. The social economy model provides a useful avenue for 
the SGP to expand to new beneficiaries and to optimize the sustainability of its results. Enhanced 
and more systematic synergies between UNDP and the SGP at the country level could facilitate this 
process. Examples include priority selection of innovative projects, varied scales of financing for 
business-oriented initiatives, and the broader adoption of SGP projects into UNDP programming.

9 GEF Apply 
standard 
cost 
accounting 
for SGP 
management

The GEF Secretariat should apply the explicit, accepted accounting standards that are applied to 
the rest of the GEF portfolio when assessing SGP management costs. The appropriateness of the 
level of management expenditures should be a factor of the level of management activities that 
are required. Programmatic activities related to CSO capacity building, monitoring, knowledge, 
technical assistance, and communication should not be considered part of management costs 
even if they are expenditures incurred by UNDP and the United Nations Office for Project Services 
in their respective capacities as Implementing Agency and executing agency. There should be 
further discussion on this matter between the GEF and UNDP to clarify the future vision for the 
SGP. At the time of the next replenishment, the GEF may wish to consider setting benchmarks for 
programmatic costs in relation to the demands placed on and resources provided to the SGP.

Source: GEF IEO and UNDP IEO 2021.
Note: Recommendation text has been lightly copyedited for consistency. CSO = civil society organization; CPMT = Country Programme Management 
Team; SGP = Small Grants Programme; STAR = System for Transparent Allocation of Resources; UNDP = United Nations Development Programme.

Table A.1  Recommendations articulated by the third GEF-UNDP joint evaluation of the SGP (continued)
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Table A.2  Summary of implementation status of recommendations articulated by the third GEF-UNDP joint 
evaluation of the SGP, as of March 2025

Recommendation Status Assessment Sources

1. Formulate an 
updated long-term 
vision for the SGP

1a. Conduct a broad 
consultative process 
involving global and 
national stakeholders

Partially 
implemented

SGP 2.0 commits to stakeholder 
engagement and outlines a new objective, 
but the consultative process is ongoing. It 
is not clear whether a consensus on a new 
vision for SGP was achieved.

GEF 2022; GEF IEO 2024; 
GEF Secretariat 2022

1b. Ensure vision informs 
replenishment and policy 
decisions

In progress Planning to inform GEF-9; consultations 
with new Agencies (Conservation 
International and FAO) ongoing.

GEF IEO 2024; GEF 2022

2. Provide detailed 
analysis to Council

2a. Analyze shrinking 
envelope, STAR pressures, 
and risks

Implemented Analysis appears to have informed policy 
changes, including elimination of upgrading 
and core access for all countries. 

GEF Secretariat 2022; 
GEF 2022

3. Reconsider the 
upgrading policy

3a. Evaluate need for 
continued upgrading

Implemented Policy removed for GEF-8; STAR access no 
longer required for mature programs.

GEF 2022

3b. Reduce burdens 
and risks to CSOs and 
countries

Implemented Unified access through core resources 
could reduce inequity and risk of exclusion 
from SGP. Further analysis is needed to 
confirm.

GEF IEO 2025a; GEF 
Secretariat 2022

4. Simplify program 
frameworks

4a. Consolidate thematic 
platforms

Partially 
implemented

Fewer focal areas under SGP 2.0; simplified 
priority areas, but complexity remains at 
operational level.

GEF 2022

5. Reenergize 
governance 
structures

5a. Strengthen global 
coordination and steering 
committee function

In progress New Agencies added; operational 
guidelines updated; consultations ongoing.

GEF 2022; GEF IEO 2024

6. Improve tracking 
of intangible results

6a. Develop tools to 
measure CSO capacity 
and learning

Partially 
implemented

Mobile apps and improved M&E introduced; 
qualitative tracking of intangible benefits 
remains limited.

GEF IEO 2025a; GEF 
2024a

7. Improve 
sustainability 
tracking

7a. Include intangible and 
long-term capacity in 
sustainability metrics

In progress M&E guidance acknowledges this need, but 
implementation still largely output-based.

GEF 2022; GEF IEO and 
UNDP IEO 2021

8. Incentivize 
innovation and 
entrepreneurship

8a. Support innovation 
through new funding 
windows

Implemented CSO Challenge Program and Global 
Microfinance Initiative for Locally Led 
Action directly support innovation at scale.

CSO Challenge Program 
PIF; GEF 2022

9. Apply standard 
cost accounting for 
SGP management

9a. Align with GEF 
portfolio cost norms while 
protecting quality

Partially 
implemented

Fee set at 9%, but concerns remain 
about impact on quality of delivery. Cost-
efficiency ratio has been revised with all 
approved tranche 2 PIFs adhering to 72% 
grant ratio.

GEF 2022; GEF IEO 
2025a, 2025b

Note: CSO = civil society organization; FAO = Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations; M&E = monitoring and evaluation; PIF = project 
identification form; SGP = Small Grants Programme; STAR = System for Transparent Allocation of Resources.

https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/projects/11757
https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/projects/11757
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Annex B

Interviewees

GEF Secretariat
Charles Edward Dixon Gray, Consultant

Gabriella Richardson, Temm, Senior Operations Officer

GEF Agencies
Free De Koning, GEF Program Manager and Vice Presi-

dent, Project Development and Impact, Conservation 
International

Jack Tordoff, Managing Director, Critical Ecosystems Part-
nership Fund, Conservation International

Joshua Schneck, GEF and Green Climate Fund Portfolio 
Manager for Global Programs, International Union for 
Conservation of Nature 

Mohamed Fouad Bergigui, GEF Programming Special-
ist, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO)

Leila Jaouad, Senior Environment, Social and Governance 
Consultant, FAO

Ben Murphy, Evaluation Specialist, United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP)

Carlos Montenegro Pinto, Technical Advisor for Local 
Action, UNDP

Diana Salvemini, Global Technical Advisor, UNDP

Doley Tshering, Principal Technical Advisor, Biodiversity, 
UNDP

Central Programme Management Team
Ana Canestrelli, Communications & Knowledge Manage-

ment Specialist

Rissa Edoo, Partnership Specialist, UNDP GEF Small Grants 
Programme (SGP)

Terence Hay-Edie, Programme Manager

Han Hwe, Programme Management Associate

Angelica Shamerina, Program Advisor for Climate Change 
and Regional Focal Point for Latin America and 
Caribbean

Biao Xiong, Project Management Support Specialist

Country stakeholders
Manuel Mavita, GEF SGP, National Coordinator, Peru

Manish Pandey, National Coordinator, GEF-UNDP SGP, India

Ariana Araujo Resenterra, GEF SGP National Coordinator, 
Costa Rica Sanchez, Ingrid, Programme Assistant, GEF 
SGP, Costa Rica

Ruth Spencer, GEF Civil Society Organization Network, Anti-
gua and Barbuda
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Annex C

Survey questions and 
key data

The Small Grants Programme (SGP) stakeholder survey con-
ducted by the evaluation was available online from April 15 to 
June 1, 2025. This annex presents the questions and summa-
rizes the key data collected through the survey. The material 
has been lightly copyedited for consistency. 

Survey questionnaire
Instructions

This survey aims to assess the impact and effective-
ness of the SGP grants in achieving environmental 
and social goals. Please answer the following ques-
tions based on your experience. Your responses will 
be treated confidentially.

Relevance

Q1.	 How aligned are the SGP-funded initiatives with 
your country’s environmental and development 
priorities?

	� Highly aligned
	� Moderately aligned
	� Slightly aligned
	� Not aligned

Q2.	 To what extent do you think SGP responds to 
the needs of local communities and civil society 
organizations (CSOs)?

	� Very effectively
	� Somewhat effectively
	� Neutral
	� Not effectively

Q3.	 Which thematic areas funded by the SGP have 
been most relevant in your country? Select all 
that apply.

	� Biodiversity conservation
	� Climate change adaptation/mitigation
	� Sustainable land management
	� Sustainable forest management
	� Pollution reduction
	� Other (please specify)

Effectiveness

Q4.	 How would you rate the effectiveness of SGP-
funded projects in achieving their stated 
objectives?

	� Very effective
	� Moderately effective
	� Somewhat effective
	� Not effective

Q5.	 What are the main factors contributing to the 
success of SGP projects in your country? Select 
up to three.

	� Strong local engagement
	� Availability of technical support
	� Government collaboration
	� Access to funding
	� Knowledge sharing and partnerships
	� Other (please specify) 

Q6.	 What have been the biggest obstacles to project 
implementation?
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	� Lack of funding
	� Bureaucratic hurdles
	� Limited technical expertise
	� Political constraints
	� Other (please specify)

Sustainability

Q7.	 Have the benefits of SGP projects been sus-
tained after project completion?

	� Yes, most of them
	� Somewhat, but many projects require addi-

tional support
	� No, benefits decline after the project ends
	� Not sure

Q8.	 What factors most influence the sustainability 
of SGP projects? Select up to three.

	� Long-term funding availability
	� Community ownership and involvement
	� Government and institutional support
	� Capacity building and training
	� Market access for project outputs
	� Other (please specify) 

Innovation

Q9.	 Have SGP projects introduced innovative 
approaches to environmental conservation or 
sustainable development?

	� Yes, frequently
	� Sometimes
	� Rarely
	� Not at all

Q10.	 In what ways has innovation been fostered 
within SGP projects? Select all that apply.

	� Technological innovations
	� Business model innovations
	� Policy or regulatory innovations
	� Community-driven knowledge solutions
	� Other (please specify)

Inclusion and social impact

Q11.	 How well does the SGP promote gender equality 
in project implementation?

	� Very well
	� Moderately well
	� Poorly
	� Not at all

Q12.	 Have SGP projects effectively engaged Indige-
nous Peoples and local communities?

	� Yes, fully
	� Partially
	� Limited engagement
	� Not engaged at all

Q13.	 What are the main benefits communities have 
gained from SGP projects? Select all that apply.

	� Improved livelihoods
	� Strengthened local governance
	� Access to new technologies
	� Capacity building and education
	� Other (please specify)

Challenges and lessons learned

Q14.	 What are the top challenges SGP projects face 
in your country? Select up to three.

	� Administrative and reporting burdens
	� Lack of funding for scaling up
	� Limited technical capacity
	� Weak institutional support
	� Market access constraints
	� Other (please specify)

Q15.	 Based on your experience, what lessons should 
be considered for future SGP implementation?

Q16.	 What recommendations would you make to 
improve the effectiveness and sustainability of 
SGP-funded projects?
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Future directions

Q17.	 Are you aware of forthcoming changes to the 
SGP modalities, and if yes, how do you think 
they will impact your country’s programming? 

Q18.	 How have SGP modalities evolved during the 
period 2020–24, and what impact have these 
changes had on project implementation, fund-
ing mechanisms, and stakeholder engagement?

Q19.	 In which areas should the SGP focus more in the 
future? Select up to three.

	� Strengthening policy linkages
	� Expanding funding for scaling successful 

projects
	� Increasing cross-country learning
	� Strengthening community entrepreneurship
	� Enhancing climate adaptation efforts
	� Other (please specify) 

Q20.	 Would you support an increase in the scale of 
SGP funding in your country?

	� Yes, significantly
	� Yes, but with better management
	� No, current funding is sufficient
	� No, it should be reduced

Q21.	 Would you support an increase in the scale 
of SGP funding in your country, consider-
ing the necessary resources for effective 
implementation?

	� Yes, significantly, with increased financial, 
technical, and institutional support

	� Yes, but only with improved management 
and capacity-building measures

	� No, current funding and resources are suffi-
cient for effective project implementation

	� No, funding should be reduced, and 
resources should be reallocated elsewhere

Q22.	 Are there any additional comments you would 
like to share about your experience with SGP?

Survey key data
Number of responses: 559

Number of countries: 101

Number of women respondents: 210

Academic institutions: 41

Government: 66

Multilateral organizations: 115

Nongovernmental organizations: 325

Private sector: 29
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https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/projects/10084
https://www.thegef.org/projects-operations/projects/10084
https://erc.undp.org/evaluation/documents/download/21514
https://erc.undp.org/evaluation/documents/download/21514
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The Independent Evaluation Office (IEO) of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) was 

established by the GEF Council in July 2003. The Office is independent from GEF policy 

making and its delivery and management of assistance.

The Office undertakes independent evaluations at the strategic level. These evaluations 

typically focus on cross-cutting themes, such as focal area–wide topics or integrated 

approaches to delivering global environmental benefits. The IEO presents a GEF-wide 

annual performance report and also undertakes institutional evaluations, such as 

assessing GEF governance, policies, and strategies. The Office’s work culminates in a 

quadrennial comprehensive evaluation of the GEF.

The Office cooperates with professional evaluation networks on developing evaluation 

approaches, setting standards, and delivering training—particularly with regard 

to environmental evaluation and evaluation at the interface of environment and 

socioeconomic development. We also collaborate with the broader global environmental 

community to ensure that we stay on the cutting edge of emerging and innovative 

methodologies.

To date, the Office has produced over 160 evaluation reports; explore these on our 

website: www.gefieo.org/evaluations.

Independent Evaluation Office, Global Environment Facility
1818 H Street, NW • Washington, DC 20433, USA
www.gefieo.org

 @gefieo   @gefieo

www.gefieo.org/evaluations
www.gefieo.org
https://x.com/gef_ieo
https://www.youtube.com/GEFIEO
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