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BACKGROUND AND 
CONTEXT
In today’s challenging global context, GEF-9 pres-
ents a critical opportunity for action. The Global 
Environment Facility’s (GEF’s) ninth replenishment 
comes at a time of mounting global crises. Despite 
important progress in biodiversity conservation, 
renewable energy, and sustainable agriculture, the 
overall trajectory of environmental degradation is 
worsening. In 2024, global temperatures surpassed 
the 1.5°C threshold, fueling extreme weather 
events, ocean pollution, and biodiversity loss. The 
Stockholm Resilience Centre found that six of nine 
planetary boundaries had been breached in 2023, 
pushing humanity beyond the safe limits required 
for Earth’s stability.1 These escalating environmental 
threats are compounded by geopolitical conflict, trade 
tensions, and economic instability—factors that strain 
development finance and weaken global coopera-
tion. The urgency for transformational, integrated, and 
inclusive action has never been greater.

Delays in addressing these challenges will entrench 
unsustainable practices, deepen vulnerabilities, and 
significantly raise the eventual costs of transition. 
Immediate and coordinated action is therefore essen-
tial if the global community is to avoid irreversible 
tipping points and secure a more resilient future. At 

1 Stockholm Resilience Centre, Planetary boundaries web 
page.

the same time, growing scrutiny from citizens, inves-
tors, and markets means institutions are increasingly 
measured by the credibility of their commitments. 
This places the GEF in a pivotal position to demon-
strate leadership—advancing policy reform, catalyzing 
market transformation, and mobilizing innovative 
finance to drive the transformational change the world 
urgently requires.

Amid growing environmental pressures, the GEF is 
uniquely positioned to drive transformational action 
as the financial mechanism for six major multilateral 
environmental agreements. With more than three 
decades of experience, it has demonstrated an ability 
to deliver high-impact, performance-driven interven-
tions, foster innovation, and take measured risks. The 
GEF leverages a catalytic funding model to mobilize 
additional resources and works through 18 implement-
ing Agencies to connect global policy commitments 
with country-level action. This mandate enables it to 
move beyond isolated, sectoral projects toward inte-
grated programs that address the underlying drivers 
of environmental degradation through cross-sectoral, 
systems-based solutions.

The GEF family of funds continues to evolve 
beyond the GEF Trust Fund. The Global Biodiver-
sity Framework Fund now complements the Least 
Developed Countries Fund (LDCF) and the Special 
Climate Change Fund (SCCF) to support biodiver-
sity, climate adaptation, and the needs of the most 
vulnerable nations. As it focuses on integrated and 
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transformational approaches, the GEF remains firmly 
aligned with its focal area priorities, supporting mul-
tiple conventions simultaneously and fostering 
synergies that link global priorities to national and local 
actions.

The Eighth Comprehensive Evaluation of the GEF 
(OPS8) centers on integration as a driver of change. 
This emphasis reflects the need for approaches that 
connect sectors, actors, financing models, systems, 
and policy frameworks to address today’s complex and 
interconnected environmental challenges. It builds 
on a core premise of the GEF’s evolution: that solv-
ing these challenges requires coherent, multisectoral 
solutions and alignment of policies, institutions, and 
behaviors—while also acknowledging the complexity, 
transaction costs, and selectivity challenges involved. 
The GEF’s mandate to serve multiple global environ-
mental agreements positions it to pursue this broader 
vision of integration—not only through flagship impact 
programs but also by embedding social inclusion, pri-
vate sector engagement, and risk‑taking innovation 
across its portfolio.

OPS8 assesses how an approach focused on inte-
gration is shaping the GEF’s work, drawing on 34 
evaluations and studies completed since 2022. The 
report is organized around three core themes: GEF 
performance, the enablers of transformational change, 
and the partners and systems that underpin the GEF’s 
effectiveness.

	l The first theme assesses performance across 
focal areas and country programs, highlighting 
achievements and lessons on how socioeconomic 
co‑benefits link environmental outcomes with 
improved livelihoods and resilience. 

	l The second theme focuses on the enablers of 
transformational change, reviewing the role of 
integrated programs in driving systemic solutions, 
the ways inclusion—particularly of Indigenous Peo-
ples and local communities—has strengthened 
ownership and outcomes, and how private sector 

engagement, risk‑taking, and innovation are being 
advanced.

	l The third theme examines the partnership of 
GEF Agencies and stakeholders and evaluates 
the supporting systems, including results‑based 
and knowledge management, underscoring their 
importance for adaptive learning and lasting trans-
formational impact.

OPS8 is timed to inform negotiations for the ninth 
replenishment of the GEF Trust Fund, at a moment 
when donors and countries are seeking clarity on how 
the GEF can deepen its impact, enhance its efficiency, 
and strengthen its role as a global convener of solutions 
that work across sectors and scales.

FINDINGS
The GEF portfolio

The GEF’s portfolio reflects its long-standing role as 
a major source of financing for global environmen-
tal action. As of June 2025, the GEF has provided a 
total of $26.5 billion in funding for more than 6,000 
projects across its family of funds. The GEF Trust Fund 
remains the primary financing instrument, account-
ing for $23.5  billion across 5,505 projects. During 
GEF-8, $3.9  billion has been approved for 525 proj-
ects—representing 76 percent of the $5.1 billion target 
allocation. Across all GEF-managed trust funds, 6 per-
cent of projects are currently in the preparation phase, 
with approximately 30 percent under implementation. 
To date, 3,904 projects have been completed, demon-
strating the GEF’s delivery of results, accountability, 
and lasting environmental solutions.

Shifts in the regional and thematic allocation of GEF 
resources under GEF-8 reflect evolving priorities 
and strategic realignments. Recent replenishment 
periods have brought noticeable changes in regional 
distribution. While Africa and Asia have historically 
received the largest shares of GEF financing, GEF-8 
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saw an increase in Latin America and the Caribbe-
an’s allocation, which rose from 22  percent in GEF-5 
to GEF-7 to 26  percent; Africa’s share rose slightly—
from 25 percent to 27 percent—over the same period. 
Meanwhile, Asia’s share declined from 26  percent 
to 20  percent, and Europe and Central Asia’s share 
dropped from 9 percent to 5 percent. Global projects 
increased, rising from 16  percent to 19  percent over 
the same period. Support for small island developing 
states (SIDS) and least developed countries (LDCs) 
also increased, reinforcing the GEF’s focus on vulnera-
ble countries.

Across focal areas, allocations have adapted to 
reflect growing global needs. Biodiversity remains 
the largest investment area, accounting for 29 percent 
in GEF-5 and rising to 37  percent in GEF-8. Fund-
ing for chemicals and waste and land degradation has 
also increased, with the latter showing a strong focus 
on Africa. Support for international waters declined 
slightly, and climate change funding under the GEF 
Trust Fund decreased, although adaptation contin-
ues to be supported through the LDCF and the SCCF, 
with an increase in funding since GEF-6. Integrated 
programs gained significant prominence in GEF-8, 
now accounting for nearly 43 percent of the portfolio 
at this stage of the GEF-8 programming cycle—high-
lighting a continued shift toward more integrated, 
systems-based solutions.

At the institutional level, the distribution of GEF 
resources across Agencies has also evolved. While 
the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), the United Nations Environment Programme, 
and the World Bank have historically managed the 
majority of GEF Trust Fund resources, GEF-8 reveals 
notable changes. Comparing Agency shares for the 
replenishment periods through GEF-4 with GEF-8, 
UNDP’s share declined from 36 percent to 29 percent, 
and the World Bank’s fell sharply from 46 percent to 
just 8 percent. In contrast, the share for the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations grew 
from 1 percent to 16 percent. Multilateral development 

banks continue to play a key role in the GEF, consis-
tently achieving higher cofinancing ratios than other 
Agencies; this highlights their strategic importance in 
leveraging GEF resources to scale impact. 

GEF programming continues to demonstrate strong 
alignment with global environmental conventions 
and national priorities. Across all focal areas, the GEF 
has consistently aligned its support with the mandates 
of multilateral environmental agreements, as well as 
with national priorities and country-driven strategies. 
Biodiversity interventions show strong adherence to 
the Convention on Biological Diversity and actively 
support implementation of the post-2020 Global 
Biodiversity Framework. Climate change mitigation 
efforts reflect evolving United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change guidance and increas-
ingly emphasize enabling environments. International 
waters projects remain consistent with regional and 
national development priorities and, more recently, 
align with the emerging framework of the Agreement 
under the United Nations Convention on the Law of 
the Sea on the Conservation and Sustainable Use of 
Marine Biological Diversity of Areas beyond National 
Jurisdiction (BBNJ Agreement). Land degradation 
projects align closely with the objectives of the United 
Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, while 
chemicals and waste programming is guided by the 
Stockholm and Minamata Conventions. 

Performance

GEF project performance remains strong overall, 
with consistent outcome achievement across replen-
ishment periods and notable results across focal 
areas. The outcomes of approximately 82  percent of 
2,475 completed projects with terminal evaluations 
are rated in the satisfactory range, with particularly 
strong performance in international waters and chem-
icals and waste. Regional variation is evident: projects 
in Asia and Europe and Central Asia generally per-
form better; those in Africa, Latin America and the 
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Caribbean, SIDS, and fragile and conflict-affected sit-
uations face greater implementation challenges. Child 
projects from integrated programs have shown slightly 
higher outcome ratings than stand-alone projects, 
although the differences are not statistically significant.

Although over 80  percent of projects achieve 
outcomes rated in the satisfactory range, only 
59  percent demonstrate broader adoption of 
results, and nearly two-thirds are in the likely range 
for sustainability. While this performance is broadly 
in line with other international organizations, the per-
sistent gap between high project-level outcomes and 
weaker impact and sustainability underscores a criti-
cal challenge for the GEF. Bridging this gap will require 
stronger integration of projects into national policies 
and budgets, adequate financing mechanisms to sus-
tain results, more consistent attention to institutional 
and behavioral change, and systems for learning and 
support beyond project closure—so that individual 
project successes translate into systemic and lasting 
global environmental benefits.

Across focal areas, GEF interventions have contrib-
uted to biodiversity protection, improved land 
management, and strengthened regulatory frame-
works. Fifty-nine percent of GEF-6 and GEF-7 projects 
achieved some form of broader adoption. This is an 
improvement over the performance reported for the 
cohorts covered in OPS7 and OPS6. Behavior change 
plays a critical role in influencing outcomes and sus-
tainability, such as in the Conservation and Sustainable 
Use of Globally Important Agro-biodiversity (GEF ID 
6943; UNDP) project in Azerbaijan, where three times 
the number of targeted households learned to plant 
native crops, leading to the restoration of more than 
1,000 hectares of degraded land. At the same time, 
challenges remain, including uneven innovation uptake 
and limited private sector engagement.

At the country level, the GEF’s interventions in 
country clusters of drylands, the Lower Mekong, 
and Pacific and Caribbean SIDS have become 

increasingly aligned with regional ecological pri-
orities and national development goals, evolving 
from sectoral efforts to integrated, landscape-scale 
approaches. Environmental successes are notable—
such as land restoration, improved water management, 
and coral reef recovery—particularly when embedded 
in national strategies and supported by local insti-
tutions. Regional sustainability of project outcomes 
remains an area for improvement, with more than a 
third of projects rated as unlikely to sustain outcomes 
at completion. Projects in chemicals and waste show 
the highest sustainability; while projects implemented 
in Africa, LDCs, SIDS, and fragile and conflict-affected 
situations face elevated risks. Strong implementation 
and execution—each rated in the satisfactory range 
in over 80  percent of projects—are closely linked 
to outcome success and long-term impact. Other 
factors contributing to stronger performance and sus-
tainability include robust community engagement, 
cross-sectoral integration, alignment with national pri-
orities, and strengthening of institutional and policy 
frameworks. Long-term financial viability remains a 
challenge because of continued reliance on external 
funding and limited integration with national monitor-
ing systems. 

The GEF has taken steps to promote policy coher-
ence as a strategic priority, aiming to align 
environmental objectives with broader develop-
ment goals across government sectors. The 2023 
approval of a new strategic roadmap—Enhancing 
Policy Coherence through GEF Operations—marked 
a shift toward more deliberate integration of envi-
ronmental considerations into national and sectoral 
planning. This approach is evident in the evolution of 
the GEF’s integrated programs, which now include 
mechanisms to align policies across local, national, and 
regional levels and link them to financing instruments. 
The GEF has also supported cross-sectoral alignment 
through national action plans tied to the environmen-
tal conventions, as well as focal area approaches like 
sustainable land and water management. Despite 
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these efforts, policy coherence initiatives so far have 
typically engaged in mainstreaming, with explicit har-
monization of policy misalignments more limited. 

Historical experience shows that GEF support for 
policy coherence can strengthen intersectoral 
coordination, although progress remains highly 
context-dependent. Positive examples include inte-
grated water resource management in Azerbaijan and 
Georgia, and clarifying institutional roles in wildlife law 
enforcement in the Philippines. However, in countries 
such as Malawi and Uruguay, limited cross-disciplinary 
capacity and political support have constrained impact. 
While the GEF is well positioned to serve as a neutral 
facilitator of intersectoral collaboration, a lack of shared 
understanding of policy coherence and limited engage-
ment with finance and planning ministries hamper 
effectiveness. GEF Agencies with experience in eco-
nomic policy reform and access to ministries beyond 
the environment are well suited to lead on this agenda 
within the GEF partnership. Leveraging different Agen-
cies’ comparative advantages in policy reform, alongside 
stronger strategic use of integrated programming and 
more catalytic initiatives, will be key to advancing envi-
ronmental policy coherence goals in GEF-9.

GEF projects have delivered socioeconomic 
co-benefits alongside environmental outcomes. 
These co-benefits have strengthened human and 
social capital, creating income opportunities and 
improving resilience—particularly for women, youth, 
and Indigenous Peoples and local communities. Many 
initiatives have linked conservation to sustainable 
livelihoods through ecotourism, sustainable agricul-
ture, and nature-based enterprises. These co-benefits 
have fostered local ownership and political sup-
port, helping sustain environmental outcomes over 
time. However, co-benefits are often limited in scale 
and unevenly tracked due to short project durations, 
weak monitoring frameworks, and inconsistent inclu-
sion of marginalized groups. Limited country-level 
coordination and enabling policies further constrain 

scaling and sustainability. GEF-9 offers an opportu-
nity to systematize collaboration, strengthen design 
and monitoring, and ensure socioeconomic bene-
fits are fully integrated, supporting broader adoption 
of sustainable practices and long-term environmental 
impact. 

Sustainability and clear exit strategies remain cen-
tral challenges for GEF-supported interventions. 
While many GEF projects achieve their intended out-
comes by completion, sustaining these results beyond 
the life of GEF funding remains uncertain. Evalua-
tions show that about one-third of completed projects 
face risks to long-term benefits, especially in fragile 
or capacity-constrained contexts. Key threats include 
inadequate financial mechanisms, limited institutional 
capacity, and weak integration of project outcomes 
into national policies and planning frameworks. 
Projects with strong local ownership, stakeholder 
engagement, and institutional reforms tend to sus-
tain benefits more effectively, as seen in chemicals, 
waste management, and international waters proj-
ects. In contrast, biodiversity and land degradation 
projects are more vulnerable because gains often 
rely on continuous resource inputs, enforcement, or 
market conditions. Sustainability planning is often 
underdeveloped, with limited exit strategies, financ-
ing pathways, and postcompletion monitoring. OPS8 
evidence shows sustainability improves when proj-
ects are embedded in broader programs or aligned 
with national priorities and budgets. Incorporating 
sustainability strategies into project design will help 
strengthen future programming and reinforce lasting 
impacts.

Integrated programs

The GEF’s integrated programs provide a unique 
platform to address interconnected environmen-
tal challenges through coordinated, cross‑sectoral 
approaches. Originally introduced in GEF‑6 as inte-
grated approach pilots, this programming reflects the 
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GEF’s ability to align actions across multiple focal areas 
while supporting country‑driven priorities and advanc-
ing multiple global environmental conventions.

Over successive replenishment cycles, the model has 
evolved from pilots to full impact programs in GEF‑7 
and expanded further under GEF‑8. Integrated pro-
grams now account for 32 percent of allocations—up 
from 7  percent in GEF‑6—and engage 98  countries, 
including 31 LDCs (up from 8) and 26 SIDS (up from 
0). Nine of the 11 GEF‑8 integrated programs address 
at least three focal areas, implemented through seven 
GEF Agencies and engaging governments, civil society, 
and the private sector. Although most remain in early 
implementation, initial results from the Global Wild-
life, Sustainable Forest Management, Food Systems, 
and Sustainable Cities Programs include improved 
ecosystem management, sustainable commodity 
supply chains, and strengthened compliance systems.

The integrated programming model has matured, 
introducing clearer theories of change, competi-
tive country and Agency selection, and knowledge 
platforms. GEF‑8 expanded thematic coverage to 
plastic pollution and net‑zero transitions, embedding 
nature‑based solutions such as ecosystem‑based adap-
tation, sustainable land and forest management, and 
regenerative food systems. When built on strong coun-
try ownership and capable coordination, integrated 
programs have delivered early outcomes, includ-
ing improved land use planning, updated urban and 
spatial plans, and institutionalized governance and 
stakeholder engagement innovations, notably financial 
structuring and multistakeholder platforms.

However, these programs are complex, driving 
up transaction costs and increasing coordination 
demands at both global and national levels. Com-
pressed design schedules have sometimes limited 
inclusive stakeholder consultation and alignment 
with national systems, while operational focal points 
have lacked adequate support to manage addi-
tional responsibilities. Coordination between global 

platforms and country-level child projects has varied, 
presenting challenges for consistent knowledge 
exchange and program coherence. Sustaining and 
scaling results often depends on temporary funding 
or individual champions rather than durable institu-
tional arrangements. Private sector engagement, while 
growing, remains below potential; and mecha-
nisms to maintain outcomes beyond GEF support are 
underdeveloped.

Looking ahead, certain programs will mature and 
necessitate phaseout, while new initiatives will be 
required to address emerging and evolving chal-
lenges. This phaseout should be guided by clear 
principles for program selection, graduation, and sus-
taining knowledge resources. The reduced share 
of System for Transparent Allocation of Resources 
(STAR) allocations in GEF‑8 has shifted participation 
incentives toward alignment with national priorities. 
To sustain engagement and impact under this new 
dynamic, it is critical to ensure program relevance, 
transparency in participation criteria, and access to 
robust knowledge systems.

These findings highlight the importance of strategic 
focus in program design. The focus should be on con-
texts with strong institutional readiness and potential 
for systemic transformation while supporting coun-
tries with limited capacity through targeted assistance. 
Integrated programs are most effective when timelines 
are realistic; responsibilities between global and coun-
try components are clearly defined; adaptive learning 
and knowledge exchange are robust; and participation 
is inclusive of LDCs, SIDS, and diverse stakeholders, 
including the private sector.

Social inclusion

The GEF has established robust environmental 
and social safeguards and significantly advanced 
inclusion, particularly in gender equality and 
engagement with Indigenous Peoples and local 
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communities. Since adopting the 2018 GEF Policy 
on Environmental and Social Safeguards, compli-
ance with risk screening has improved; and gender 
considerations are now integrated into nearly 
all projects, supported by gender action plans, 
budgets for gender-specific interventions, and 
gender-disaggregated indicators. Advisory structures, 
including the Indigenous Peoples Advisory Group 
and gender partnerships, have strengthened techni-
cal expertise and promoted culturally appropriate, 
equitable approaches. Community‑driven models 
such as the Small Grants Programme (SGP) continue 
to demonstrate how local leadership and participa-
tory governance can deliver enduring environmental 
and socioeconomic outcomes. Civil society networks, 
including the GEF–Civil Society Organization (CSO) 
Network, have amplified local voices and contributed 
to more inclusive decision‑making, while integrated 
programs are increasingly embedding inclusion into 
landscape management, value chains, and urban 
development.

Despite this progress, inclusion remains uneven 
and often dependent on individual champions 
rather than institutionalized practice. Youth, per-
sons with disabilities, and other marginalized groups 
are still underrepresented, especially during early 
design stages when influence over outcomes is great-
est. Projects frequently measure inclusion in terms of 
participation rates, such as the proportion of women 
in activities, rather than equitable decision‑making 
power. Compressed preparation timelines, limited 
outreach budgets, and the absence of systematic 
indicators further limit meaningful engagement and 
tracking of inclusion results. Where inclusion is well 
implemented—particularly through community‑based 
approaches that empower local leadership—proj-
ects show stronger performance and more sustainable 
results. However, sustaining inclusive outcomes 
beyond project closure remains challenging, especially 
where local institutions are weak or enabling policies 
are absent. 

The GEF-CSO Network and other civil society mech-
anisms hold significant potential to enhance the 
scaling and sustainability of inclusion efforts. As 
an independent actor within the GEF partnership, 
the network can play an important role in strength-
ening country- and regional-level engagement. 
However, it continues to face capacity constraints, as 
not all members have expertise in project design or 
implementation; and in some countries and regions, 
membership lists require updating to improve commu-
nication and coordination. Strengthening these areas 
would enable the network to more fully realize its role 
in advancing the GEF’s objectives.

Private sector 
engagement

The GEF has significantly expanded its private sector 
engagement. It has moved from isolated pilot initia-
tives to more systemic approaches embedded within 
integrated programs on sustainable food systems, 
nature-based solutions, climate-smart agriculture, and 
blue economy opportunities. Partnerships with agri-
business, financial institutions, and small and medium 
enterprises have supported sustainable commod-
ity supply chains, renewable energy, circular economy 
models, and sustainable urban services. These col-
laborations have accelerated the uptake of innovative 
technologies, including precision agriculture, remote 
sensing, traceability systems, and circular economy 
platforms for plastics and waste. GEF-supported finan-
cial innovations, particularly nongrant instruments 
(NGIs), have mobilized over $10.6 billion in cofinanc-
ing and introduced mechanisms such as risk‑sharing 
facilities and blended finance tools that de‑risk private 
investments and influence business practices, opening 
new markets for environmental solutions.

Despite notable achievements, private sector 
engagement in the GEF remains inconsistent and 
below its full potential. Many projects still treat 
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private sector participation as supplementary rather 
than integral to design and implementation, rely-
ing heavily on public sector cofinancing, with private 
contributions often limited to in-kind support rather 
than significant financial commitments. NGIs remain 
underutilized, constrained by the $15 million proj-
ect cap, limited Agency and country experience 
with financial structuring, and a limited shallow pipe-
line of innovative proposals. Regulatory barriers, long 
approval timelines, and risk-averse institutional cul-
tures further discourage engagement. In frontier 
markets and fragile contexts, weak enabling policies 
and regulatory frameworks compound these chal-
lenges. Lengthy project cycles and bureaucratic 
processes add to transaction costs, reducing the attrac-
tiveness of GEF initiatives for private partners.

Addressing these limitations will require expanding 
partnerships with the private sector arms of multilateral 
development banks, strengthening internal capacity 
for financial innovation, and embedding private sector 
participation as a core feature of GEF-9 program-
ming. Realizing the full catalytic potential of the GEF 
also means building on its proven market transforma-
tion role—through policy reform, standards, capacity 
building, and value chain engagement—while scaling 
up the use of NGIs to mobilize private capital and 
de-risk innovation. By combining market transforma-
tion with catalytic financing, the GEF can better align 
with private sector incentives, foster systemic change, 
and accelerate progress toward global environmental 
benefits.

Risk and innovation

More explicit management of risk and innovation 
have gained greater visibility in the GEF portfolio, 
yet both are constrained by structural and opera-
tional limitations. While testing new approaches 
and deploying emerging technologies is often crit-
ical to transformational change, risk-taking within 
the GEF remains moderate and innovation is not yet 

systematically embedded across the partnership. The 
adoption of a formal risk appetite statement in GEF‑8 
is an important step toward encouraging higher‑risk, 
innovative initiatives; and several programs have suc-
cessfully piloted digital monitoring tools and advanced 
technologies such as remote sensing, data analyt-
ics, and traceability systems for supply chains. These 
efforts have shown potential to increase efficiency, 
influence behavior change, attract additional invest-
ment, and shape national policy. 

Systemic barriers limit broader uptake and scal-
ing. Approval processes often favor established 
approaches, institutional and technical capacity gaps 
constrain innovation in lower-capacity settings, and 
limited incentives to take risks discourage experi-
mentation. Strengthening risk management systems, 
aligning risk appetite with technological ambition, and 
investing in early stage innovation will be critical. Part-
nerships with proven innovators—including private 
enterprises, universities, and spin‑off companies—
alongside supportive policy environments and strong 
knowledge exchange, will be essential to embed inno-
vation more systematically and deliver transformational 
environmental solutions.

Administrative and 
operational efficiency

Efficiency remains a GEF strength, but complex-
ity is increasing. The GEF continues to demonstrate 
strong administrative and project cycle efficiency, 
maintaining one of the lowest overhead ratios among 
multilateral environmental funds at 3.7 percent of total 
expenditures and achieving a disbursement-to-ap-
proval ratio of 76 percent, compared to 31 percent for 
the Green Climate Fund. Agency fees, at around 9 per-
cent, are also in line with those of peer climate funds. 
Recent reforms under GEF‑8, including increasing the 
medium-size project cap to $5  million and stream-
lining project cycle steps, have reduced the median 
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time from concept approval to Chief Executive Offi-
cer endorsement for full-size projects from 22 to 
19  months, showing tangible progress in accelerating 
delivery.

Despite these gains, operational challenges remain. 
Fewer than half of full-size projects meet the 18‑month 
target. The expansion of specialized financing 
windows—such as NGI, innovation, inclusive conser-
vation, and SGP initiatives—has introduced diverse 
objectives aimed at promoting inclusivity and inno-
vation. However, this proliferation has also added 
procedural complexity, fragmented demand manage-
ment, and increased transaction costs for countries 
and Agencies, even as it creates important opportu-
nities to broaden participation, foster innovation, and 
strengthen country choice. Additionally, civil society 
and community-based organizations now access GEF 
resources through multiple entry points, each with dis-
tinct timelines and requirements, further complicating 
project development and alignment across the GEF 
partnership. To address these operational challenges, 
streamlining and consolidating funding mechanisms, 
together with harmonizing operational procedures, 
will be essential in GEF-9 to sustain efficiency gains, 
reduce administrative burdens, and enhance respon-
siveness to country needs, while preserving the 
GEF’s comparative advantage as one of the most 
cost-effective multilateral environmental funds.

Partnership and financing

The GEF’s partnership model remains a core strength 
but overlapping roles and differing Agency pro-
cedures have at times slowed delivery, increased 
transaction costs, and limited knowledge synthe-
sis and sharing. The GEF’s partnership model remains 
one of its defining strengths. It brings together 18 
accredited Agencies—including United Nations 
(UN) organizations, multilateral development banks, 
and international nongovernmental organizations 
(INGOs)—alongside donors, civil society, the private 

sector, and research institutions. This diversity enables 
countries to select Agencies best suited to their 
needs, leveraging the technical expertise and con-
vention alignment of UN agencies, the financial scale 
and policy leverage of development banks, and the 
innovation and local access offered by INGOs. Com-
bined with a country-driven approach that empowers 
national focal points to guide Agency selection, 
this network allows the GEF to deliver across levels, 
sectors, and geographies while aligning global envi-
ronmental commitments with national priorities.

Administrative complexity remains a challenge 
within the GEF. Differences in Agency risk appetites 
and operational policies create inefficiencies, while 
multi-Agency projects often incur higher transaction 
costs and longer preparation times. In some cases, 
Agency components within the same project are man-
aged and reported as separate initiatives, leading to 
gaps and reduced coherence. Knowledge-sharing 
systems also remain fragmented, limiting real-time 
learning across the portfolio.

Agencies often face inherent tensions in balanc-
ing their programming interests with governance 
responsibilities. This dynamic can limit effectiveness 
and collaboration, and lead to weakening national 
ownership and missed opportunities for strengthening 
local partner capacities. While conflict of interest rules 
exist, stakeholders note that this arrangement can dis-
courage candid discussions of Agency performance, 
innovation, and comparative advantage. Additionally, 
competition among Agencies, particularly for lead-
ership roles in integrated programs, has sometimes 
hindered collaboration and slowed delivery.

Addressing these administrative issues will require 
strengthening accountability, harmonizing operational 
practices, providing institutional support for coun-
try coordination platforms, conducting earlier and 
more inclusive country dialogues, and implementing a 
system-wide approach to knowledge management.



 integration for greater impact: eighth comprehensive evaluation of the gefxviii

The Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel 
(STAP) remains a core strength of the GEF, and 
refining its mandate could amplify its scientific 
contributions and strategic influence across pro-
grams. The STAP ensures scientific rigor and supports 
innovation through early stage project reviews, the-
matic studies, and guidance on emerging issues. Its 
work has improved the technical quality and strate-
gic orientation of GEF programs, supporting systemic, 
cross-sectoral approaches and advancing risk-informed 
design. However, its influence is shaped by an advi-
sory mandate rather than direct implementation 
authority, which can limit the uptake of recommen-
dations in country-level contexts. Stakeholders value 
its strategic thematic work, but note that the burden 
of routine project reviews may divert attention from 
broader horizon scanning and policy-oriented guid-
ance to operational items that may be well covered by 
reviewers with deep project management and field 
experience. Updating the STAP’s terms of reference 
and clarifying its focus could better align its expertise 
and governance with the evolving needs of the GEF, 
ensuring timely and impactful scientific input to the 
GEF’s strategic directions while continuing to support 
innovation and quality assurance across the portfolio.

Country engagement has improved through the 
Country Engagement Strategy (CES), with oppor-
tunities for improvements in implementation. The 
CES has enhanced alignment between GEF program-
ming and national priorities via upstream planning, 
national dialogues, and operational focal point sup-
port. In countries that have fully embraced the CES, 
cross-ministerial coordination has improved and GEF 
pipelines have become more strategically focused. 
Yet implementation has been uneven, with some dia-
logues occurring too late to influence programming 
and nonstate actor engagement remaining incon-
sistent. Strengthening focal point capacity, ensuring 
timely and inclusive dialogues, and improving mon-
itoring systems will be critical to unlocking the full 
potential of the CES in GEF‑9.

The GEF’s financial foundation has long been 
regarded as one of its greatest strengths, under-
pinned by consistent donor confidence in its unique 
mandate to serve multiple conventions and deliver 
global environmental benefits. Successive replen-
ishments have secured stable contributions that have 
enabled the GEF to maintain its catalytic role in sup-
porting global environmental action. However, the 
donor base has narrowed over recent cycles, and con-
tributions have become increasingly concentrated 
among a small number of donors. This concentration 
heightens exposure to financial and geopolitical risks. 
Despite record nominal funding secured for GEF‑8, 
real‑term resources have declined compared to GEF‑5, 
although they remain higher than in GEF‑6 and GEF‑7. 
This erosion in purchasing power constrains the GEF’s 
ability to meet rising global environmental demands. 
At the same time, the GEF has yet to fully leverage new 
sources of capital, such as philanthropic contributions 
and private finance, leaving significant opportunities 
for financial diversification untapped.

The predictability of resources provided through 
the STAR is widely recognized by recipient coun-
tries as a key comparative advantage of the GEF and 
helps them—particularly those with capacity con-
straints—access GEF resources more effectively. 
However, channeling resources through the STAR can 
also result in resource fragmentation. The GEF thus has 
introduced greater flexibility for countries to use STAR 
resources across different focal areas, enabling inter-
ventions to be implemented at scale. Moving forward, 
the GEF should maintain the comparative advantage 
of predictable resource allocation while ensuring that 
supported activities are delivered at an appropriate 
scale. The STAR’s share of total GEF funding has grad-
ually declined, dropping from 53  percent in GEF-6 
to 46 percent in GEF-8. This decline is largely due to 
reduced climate change allocations and a growing 
share directed to set-asides, especially for integrated 
programming. 
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Cofinancing remains central to the GEF model, 
demonstrating its catalytic effect in mobilizing 
additional resources; nevertheless, the quality and 
durability of cofinancing vary widely. Much of the 
reported cofinancing is derived from public sector 
budgets and linked to short-term project timelines 
rather than representing sustained commitments. 
Private sector participation is still limited, and contri-
butions often take the form of in-kind support rather 
than significant financial investments, reducing their 
transformational potential. The GEF’s flexible defini-
tion of cofinancing, which includes parallel financing 
and noncash contributions, has broadened participa-
tion but also raised questions about comparability and 
credibility, as these different types of contributions 
are not always equivalent or consistently reported. 
Realization rates are particularly low for loan-based 
cofinancing—55  percent of which goes unreal-
ized—and for projects in LDCs and SIDS. In addition, 
verification of actual contributions is challenging due 
to incomplete documentation and difficulty tracking 
in-kind resources.

NGIs, designed to mobilize private capital and share 
risk, have demonstrated potential through blended 
finance models and guarantee mechanisms, but 
are underutilized due to structural barriers. These 
barriers include the complexity of structuring finan-
cial products under current GEF procedures, uneven 
Agency capacity for financial innovation, and the lack 
of robust risk-sharing mechanisms. Addressing these 
constraints—including revisiting the NGI operational 
cap and strengthening financial structuring capacity—
will be critical for scaling and diversifying financing for 
environmentally sustainable solutions.

Results and learning 
systems

The GEF’s systems for results, knowledge, and 
learning have shown meaningful improvements. 

However, to support adaptive management, inno-
vation, scaling, and transformation, these systems 
require deeper integration into core project functions, 
improved feedback loops, and sustained institutional 
commitment and resourcing. The GEF has strength-
ened its results-based management framework by 
expanding tracking tools and refining its corporate 
results system to better capture global environmen-
tal outcomes. Indicators are more harmonized across 
Agencies, aligned with environmental conventions, and 
tailored for integrated programming. These enhance-
ments bolster the GEF’s ability to monitor biophysical 
results such as greenhouse gas reductions, land resto-
ration, biodiversity gains, and pollutants control.

The results-based management system remains 
heavily oriented toward outputs and near-term 
environmental outcomes. It has limited capacity 
to track deeper transformational changes including 
institutional strengthening, policy alignment, behav-
ior shifts, and program sustainability. Reporting on 
socioeconomic co‑benefits and inclusion outcomes 
remains inconsistent, making it difficult to assess 
broader development impacts. Weak feedback loops 
hinder the timely translation of data into adaptive 
decision-making and program refinement.

Knowledge efforts continue to grow, offering scope 
to overcome fragmentation and timing gaps. Knowl-
edge management has advanced through targeted 
coordination platforms under integrated programs 
and thematic initiatives that produce technical guid-
ance and foster exchanges within specific focal areas. 
Yet knowledge remains fragmented even within a pro-
gram and is often confined to individual projects or 
Agencies. Timing mismatches—when global knowl-
edge production does not align with country-level 
implementation—reduce practical value. Lessons from 
innovations such as blended finance initiatives, pri-
vate sector engagement, and integrated programs 
are captured in evaluations but not consistently con-
verted into operational tools or shared across programs 
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and geographies. Notably, there is no centralized 
repository for knowledge generated across the inte-
grated and impact programs despite knowledge being 
claimed as the core element of integrated program-
ming value addition.

Institutional learning from challenges and failures 
is not yet fully systematized. While valuable insights 
on stakeholder engagement, financial design, and risk 
treatment are generated, they often remain confined 
to individual projects. Building on existing prog-
ress, the GEF should enhance feedback loops, create 
incentives for learning from failures, ensure structured 
uptake of evaluation findings, and translate lessons into 
practical guidance for both project and policy design—
thereby moving toward a culture of continuous 
learning and improvement to support catalytic change.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The findings of OPS8 highlight both the progress 
and challenges facing the GEF as it strives for greater 
transformational impact. The GEF has demonstrated 
measurable environmental results, strengthened 
inclusion, expanded private sector engagement, and 
maintained one of the most efficient administrative 
structures among comparable funds. Its integrated 
programs have aligned global and national priori-
ties, fostering innovative governance and knowledge 
sharing. Yet sustaining results beyond project closure, 
embedding innovation and risk-taking, deepening 
private sector engagement, and improving coordina-
tion across the growing number of financing windows 
remain critical challenges. These lessons point to the 
need for sharper selectivity, stronger sustainabil-
ity planning, enhanced financial innovation, more 
inclusive and efficient country engagement, and a sys-
tematic approach to learning and adaptation. 

The following recommendations outline how the GEF 
can build on its strengths while addressing these gaps 
to deliver deeper, more sustainable, and more scalable 
impact in GEF‑9 and beyond.

	l Recommendation 1: Strengthen the transforma-
tional impact of integrated programming, focusing 
on strategic selectivity and consolidation.

	l Recommendation 2: Embed sustainability and 
financing arrangements at design to secure 
long-term outcomes.

	l Recommendation 3: Pursue higher‑risk, high‑re-
ward innovation with appropriate safeguards and 
incentives, aligned with the GEF’s risk appetite 
framework.

	l Recommendation 4: Unlock private sector poten-
tial and expand the use of NGIs to deliver scalable 
change.

	l Recommendation 5: Streamline processes and 
improve efficiency across the GEF family of funds, 
where possible, to reduce application complexity 
and support countries, particularly those with lim-
ited capacity.

	l Recommendation 6: Take decisive steps to address 
structural challenges within the GEF partnership 
and create an inclusive, transparent, and impactful 
country engagement process.

	l Recommendation 7: To improve transparency 
and inclusivity in national planning processes, the 
GEF should encourage its Agencies to share their 
country-specific priorities and competencies.

	l Recommendation 8: Strengthen financial sus-
tainability and reduce reliance on a limited group 
of donors by improving cofinancing practices and 
building on current efforts to diversify the funding 
base.

	l Recommendation 9: Integrate knowledge, results, 
and learning systems into a coherent platform that 
drives adaptive management and innovation across 
the GEF partnership.
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chapter 1

Introduction

W ith over three decades of experi-
ence, the Global Environment Facility 
(GEF) is a leading multilateral envi-

ronmental fund that supports developing countries in 
prioritizing and implementing environmental actions 
that deliver global environmental benefits. The GEF’s 
mandate covers a broad range of environmental areas 
primarily tied to the 1992 Rio conventions and other 
multilateral environmental agreements: specifically, 
biodiversity, climate change, international waters, 
land degradation, and chemicals and waste. Accord-
ing to the June 2025 GEF Corporate Scorecard, since 
its inception in 1992, the GEF has provided more than 
$23.0  billion in grants and mobilized an additional 
$149.0 billion in cofinancing for more than 5,000 proj-
ects in 170 countries (GEF Secretariat 2025).

The GEF Trust Fund is replenished every four years; 
these replenishments are informed by a compre-
hensive independent assessment of GEF results 
and performance. There have been seven such over-
all performance studies of the GEF so far. This Eighth 
Comprehensive Evaluation of the GEF (OPS8), per-
formed by the GEF’s Independent Evaluation Office 
(IEO), aims to provide solid evaluative evidence drawn 
from 34 separate evaluations conducted since OPS7 to 
inform the negotiations for the ninth replenishment of 
the GEF (box 1.1). 

Specifically, as established in the approach paper 
approved by the GEF Council in June 2021, the objec-
tive of OPS8 is to evaluate the progress made by the 

GEF since OPS7, the extent to which the GEF is achiev-
ing the objectives set out in the GEF-8 Programming 
Directions (GEF Secretariat 2022a), and to identify 
potential improvements going into GEF-9. 

The audience for OPS8 comprises the GEF donors, 
the GEF Council, the GEF Assembly, and the GEF 
partners—including the GEF Secretariat, the GEF 
Agencies, the GEF Scientific and Technical Advisory 
Panel (STAP), the convention secretariats and their 
conferences of the parties, the GEF–Civil Society 
Organization (CSO) Network—and project propo-
nents from civil society, the public and private sectors, 
and the academic community.

This chapter of the OPS8 report sets the stage for 
understanding the evaluation by outlining its pur-
pose, scope, approach, and methodology. It also 
provides essential background on the GEF as an insti-
tution, including progress made since OPS7. The 
chapter opens with a snapshot of the global envi-
ronmental challenges and constraints the GEF must 
navigate—ranging from the unprecedented loss 
of ecosystems and biodiversity to climate change; 
chemical pollution; increasing pressure on forests, 
oceans, and wildlife; as well as persistent poverty, 
unemployment, social exclusion, and widening 
inequality.

https://www.gefieo.org/sites/default/files/documents/ops8-approach-paper.pdf
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1.1	 CURRENT GLOBAL 
ENVIRONMENT 
Escalating crises and the 
imperative for systemic 
transformation

The GEF’s ninth replenishment comes at a time of 
escalating global environmental crises. Despite 
progress in areas such as biodiversity conservation, 
renewable energy, and sustainable agriculture, the 
overall pace of environmental degradation is accelerat-
ing. In 2024, global temperatures exceeded the 1.5°C 
threshold, triggering more frequent extreme weather 
events, intensifying ocean pollution, and accelerat-
ing biodiversity loss (Tollefson 2025). The Stockholm 
Resilience Centre reports that six of the nine plane-
tary boundaries have already been breached, placing 
humanity beyond the safe operating space necessary 
for Earth’s long-term stability.1

Greenhouse gas emissions are at their highest 
recorded levels—surpassing 500 ppm carbon diox-
ide equivalent—with the energy sector accounting 
for over 60  percent of these emissions (IPCC 
2023). Despite commitments under the Paris Agree-
ment, emissions continue to rise, and the remaining 
global carbon budget could be depleted by 2028. 
Although global temperatures have already temporar-
ily breached the 1.5°C threshold, limiting long-term 
warming to this target would require global emis-
sions to decline by approximately 42 percent by 2030 
and 57  percent by 2035 (Forster et al. 2025). With-
out rapid and sustained action, the world remains on 
course for 2.6°C–3.1°C of warming by the end of the 
century, with severe and widespread consequences 
(UNEP 2024b). 

1 Stockholm Resilience Centre, Planetary boundaries web 
page.

Biodiversity is also under severe threat. Species are 
going extinct at rates 10 to 100 times higher than nat-
ural background levels, with the most recent Living 
Planet Report 2024 noting a 73  percent decline in 
wildlife populations between 1970 and 2020 (WWF 
2024). Key drivers include deforestation, habitat frag-
mentation, and climate change. The loss of biodiversity 
threatens vital ecosystem services—such as pollina-
tion, soil health, and water purification—which directly 
affects human well-being. For instance, global wet-
land coverage has declined by 35 percent since 1970, 
undermining water quality and access for over 2  bil-
lion people.2 The economic impact is equally alarming: 
the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services estimates biodi-
versity loss costs the global economy approximately 
$10 trillion annually, with impacts spanning agriculture, 
fisheries, health care, and food security (IPBES 2024). 
Pollinator declines alone put at risk $235 billion worth 
of crop production annually.

Pollution now stands alongside climate change and 
biodiversity loss as a leading global crisis. It causes an 
estimated 9 million premature deaths annually (Fuller 
et al. 2022), affects ecosystem resilience (see, e.g., 
Sigmund et al. 2023), and imposes staggering eco-
nomic costs (see, e.g., World Bank 2025). Each year, 
19–23  million tonnes of plastic waste enter aquatic 
environments, degrading ecosystems and reducing 
the adaptive capacity of coastal and freshwater sys-
tems.3 Air pollution is the top environmental health 
risk, causing around 6.7 million deaths annually, largely 
due to cardiovascular and respiratory diseases. Broader 
chemical pollution—from air, water, soil, and food—
contributes further to the burden of disease (Fuller et 
al. 2022). Meanwhile, global municipal solid waste 
is projected to rise from 2.1 billion tonnes in 2023 to 

2 World Health Organization, Biodiversity and Human 
Health web page.

3 United Nations Environment Programme, Plastics Pollution 
web page. 

https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary-boundaries.html
https://www.who.int/teams/environment-climate-change-and-health/climate-change-and-health/biodiversity
https://www.who.int/teams/environment-climate-change-and-health/climate-change-and-health/biodiversity
https://www.unep.org/plastic-pollution
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3.8 billion tonnes by 2050, with the cost of manage-
ment and environmental damage expected to reach 
$640 billion annually by midcentury (UNEP 2024c).

Echoing these concerns, the World Economic 
Forum’s Global Risks Report 2025 identifies envi-
ronmental risks as among the most severe long-term 
threats to global stability. Based on findings from the 
Global Risks Perception Survey, expert consultations, 
scenario analysis, and real-world data, the report offers 
a comprehensive assessment of the interconnected 
risks the world now faces. In its 10-year outlook, four 
of the top five global risks are environmental in nature: 
extreme weather events, biodiversity loss and eco-
system collapse, critical changes to Earth systems, and 
natural resource shortages (World Economic Forum 
2025). These escalating environmental threats are fur-
ther compounded by misinformation, geopolitical 
conflict, trade tensions, and economic instability—fac-
tors that undermine development finance and global 
cooperation. 

Underlying these environmental crises are per-
sistent market failures, policy incoherence, and 
weak governance. In addition, institutional fail-
ures persist, with governments paying people more 
to exploit nature than to protect it (Dasgupta 2021). 
Governments continue to provide at least $1.8  tril-
lion annually in environmentally harmful subsidies 
(Koplow and Steenblik 2022), which in turn catalyze 
an estimated $5 trillion in private investment in dam-
aging sectors such as fossil fuel extraction, industrial 
agriculture, and commercial fishing (UNEP 2023). 
These financial flows undermine both environmen-
tal sustainability and efforts to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), especially for vulnerable 
populations.

The urgency of the current environmental situation 
cannot be overstated. Accelerating climate change, 
biodiversity loss, pollution, and land degradation are 
converging in ways that threaten both planetary stabil-
ity and human well-being. These crises are unfolding 

more rapidly than earlier projections anticipated, 
creating a narrowing window for action. For many 
vulnerable populations, the impacts are already 
acute—manifesting as food insecurity, water stress, 
health risks, and displacement. 

Confronting these interconnected challenges 
will require an integrated and ambitious global 
response that addresses biodiversity loss, climate 
change, land degradation, and social inclusion in a 
coordinated way. Investments in nature-based solu-
tions—including sustainable forest management, 
climate-smart agriculture, and ecosystem restoration—
will be critical for enhancing resilience and securing 
food and water systems. At the same time, scaling up 
low-carbon technologies, resilient infrastructure, and 
circular economy models will be essential to ensure 
an inclusive and sustainable development pathway. 
Effective monitoring, knowledge exchange—includ-
ing South-South cooperation—and the use of 
innovative platforms and technologies will be key to 
capturing lessons from pilot efforts and scaling impact. 
Given persistent funding constraints, the GEF must 
also pursue selectivity in its programming—focusing 
resources where it can deliver the greatest catalytic 
and transformational impact.

Financing for the 
environment

An investment of $700  billion is needed to close 
the biodiversity financing gap (Nature Conser-
vancy 2020). The International Energy Agency and 
the International Renewable Energy Agency estimate, 
based on the COP28 consensus, that meeting energy 
system transformation goals aligned with a 1.5°C path-
way requires at least $4.5 trillion per year (IEA 2023; 
IRENA 2024). Agriculture, forest, and land-related ini-
tiatives received $38  billion in 2023—just 2  percent 
of total climate finance (CPI 2025), even though the 
sector contributes about 21 percent of global emissions 
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(Nabuurs et al. 2022). To align with Paris Agreement 
pathways, investment in this sector must rise nearly 
26-fold to about $423 billion per year by 2030. 

On the supply side, global climate finance, including 
both public and private flows, reached an estimated 
$1.9  trillion in 2023; preliminary data suggest it 
exceeded $2 trillion in 2024. This falls well short of 
the $6  trillion-plus annual requirement (CPI 2025). 
Meanwhile, the green bond market has grown rap-
idly, with issuance topping $620–$700 billion in 2024, 
although this remains a fraction of required funding 
(Environmental Finance 2025). 

Cleaning up chemical contaminants such as per- 
and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) globally is 
not just a massive environmental undertaking, but 
also a staggering economic challenge. Even the most 
conservative annual cleanup projections are in the tril-
lions of dollars (approximately $16 trillion), with added 
societal costs—such as health impacts, lost produc-
tivity, and ecological damage—pushing the total far 
higher (Ling 2024). The costs of cleaning up coastlines, 
waterways, marinas, and ports range between $5.6 bil-
lion and $15.0  billion per year just for direct cleanup 
efforts; addressing ocean plastic pollution is estimated 
at around $150 billion in upfront investment, largely to 
support cleanup and shift to circular economies (Tolo-
ken 2020).

These figures clearly show that while progress has 
been made in mobilizing climate and green finance, 
funding remains vastly insufficient across biodiversity, 
climate mitigation, chemicals, and water pollution. The 
scale of the funding shortfalls—spanning hundreds 
of billions to trillions annually—underscores a systemic 
mismatch between global environmental goals and 
available financial resources.

1.2	 THE GEF’S ROLE
The GEF plays a strategic and distinct role in the 
international environmental finance architecture. 
For over 30 years, it has served as the primary financial 
mechanism for the three Rio conventions: the Con-
vention on Biological Diversity, the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, and the 
United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification. 
Beyond these, the GEF provides financial support to 
other multilateral environmental agreements, includ-
ing the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic 
Pollutants, the Minamata Convention on Mercury, and 
the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the 
Ozone Layer (through its Multilateral Fund). In 2023, 
the GEF was also designated the financial mechanism 
for the Global Biodiversity Framework Fund, which 
supports implementation of the Kunming-Montreal 
Global Biodiversity Framework, further consolidating 
the GEF’s leadership in biodiversity finance.

The GEF also finances global action in other criti-
cal areas. Its international waters focal area supports 
transboundary cooperation aligned with global legal 
frameworks such as the United Nations Convention 
on the Law of the Sea and regional mechanisms like 
the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe 
Water Convention. In the area of sustainable forest man-
agement, the GEF contributes to the goals of the United 
Nations Strategic Plan for Forests 2017–2030 and the 
United Nations Forum on Forests. Through its inte-
grated programming model, the GEF fosters coherence 
and synergy across multilateral environmental agree-
ments, helping countries implement commitments in a 
coordinated and cost-effective manner while address-
ing systemic drivers of environmental degradation.

Although the GEF does not finance the SDGs directly, 
its programming is aligned with the SDG agenda. 
GEF-financed projects contribute to SDG  13 (climate 
action), SDG 14 (life below water), and SDG  15 (life 
on land), as well as SDG 6 (clean water and sanitation), 
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SDG 7 (affordable and clean energy), and SDG 12 
(responsible consumption and production). Through 
sustainable land management, agriculture, fisheries, 
and urban development, the GEF also supports SDGs 
2 (zero hunger) and 11 (sustainable cities and commu-
nities). Initiatives under the Small Grants Programme 
(SGP) contribute to SDGs 1 (no poverty) and 5 (gender 
equality), reflecting the GEF’s emphasis on local action, 
equity, and empowerment of marginalized groups.

The GEF-8 Programming Directions outline a dual 
strategy: 

	l Integrated programs targeting food systems, sus-
tainable cities, forests, and ecosystems

	l Continued investments in the five focal areas—bio-
diversity, climate change, international waters, land 
degradation, and chemicals and waste. 

This approach enables the GEF to deliver both ver-
tical (thematic) depth and horizontal (systemic) 
integration, maximizing synergies across environ-
mental sectors and funding streams. GEF-8 also 
aimed to strengthen alignment with national priori-
ties, enhance multistakeholder engagement (including 
with the private sector), and promote country owner-
ship through a comprehensive Country Engagement 
Strategy.

Innovation is a core pillar of GEF-8. It is supported by 
mechanisms such as the Innovation Window and the 
Non-Grant Instrument Program, which aim to de-risk 
investment, scale up successful models, and mobilize 
private capital. The GEF-8 strategy also places empha-
sis on policy coherence for environmental benefits; 
monitoring and learning; and delivering co-benefits, 
such as improved livelihoods, enhanced food and 
water security, and gender equity. GEF-8 programs 
aim to be inclusive and participatory, ensuring benefits 
reach the most vulnerable.

On climate adaptation, GEF-8 aims to integrate 
resilience building into thematic programs such as 

Sustainable Cities, Food Systems, and Ecosystem Res-
toration. The approach emphasizes ecosystem-based 
adaptation, nature-based solutions, and integrated 
natural resource management, embedding adaptation 
into broader development strategies rather than treat-
ing it as a stand-alone objective.

Despite its critical mandate, the GEF operates 
under increasingly constrained financial conditions. 
Funding levels have remained relatively flat across suc-
cessive replenishment periods, even as environmental 
challenges grow more urgent and complex. To maxi-
mize its limited core resources, the GEF has historically 
mobilized significant cofinancing—often at a ratio of 
1:7—through contributions from its Agencies, devel-
opment banks, private investors, and country partners. 
Yet sustaining this degree of leverage is becoming 
more difficult. Many countries are facing heightened 
fiscal pressure from rising debt burdens, economic 
shocks, and intensifying demands on public spending. 
These constraints are diminishing the ability of both 
public and private actors to coinvest in environmental 
initiatives at the same scale as before.

In response, the GEF is deepening its collaboration 
with other major climate and environmental finance 
mechanisms—including the Green Climate Fund, the 
Climate Investment Funds, and the Adaptation Fund—
to promote synergy and reduce fragmentation. It is 
also expanding the use of blended finance and inno-
vative financial instruments to crowd in private capital 
and enhance the impact of its investments.

With its integrated approach, long-standing partner-
ships, and experience across sectors and geographies, 
the GEF remains well positioned to help countries 
respond to the accelerating environmental crisis. By 
supporting systemic transformation and aligning envi-
ronmental action with socioeconomic development, 
GEF-8 offers a path forward that is not only environ-
mentally effective but also economically inclusive and 
socially equitable.
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1.3	 GEF PROGRESS 
SINCE OPS7
The GEF-8 Programming Directions were derived 
from recommendations in the Seventh Comprehen-
sive Evaluation of the GEF (OPS7). Specifically, OPS7 
presented nine strategic-level recommendations to 
guide the GEF-8 Programming Directions and the 
operations of the GEF partnership (GEF IEO 2022f). 
GEF management expressed agreement with these 
recommendations and outlined planned implemen-
tation steps. Throughout GEF-8, the GEF has actively 
pursued these commitments, taking concrete actions 
aligned with OPS7 recommendations. While notable 
progress has been achieved in some areas, advance-
ment in others has been slower. (Further details on 
progress in each of these areas is discussed in the sub-
sequent chapters of this report.)

1.	 Demonstrate additionality of integrated pro-
gramming. Several steps were taken during GEF-8 
to strengthen the effectiveness and reach of the 
GEF, including clearer articulation of the strategic 
focus and value proposition of integrated program-
ming, improvements to coordination mechanisms, 
and expansion of knowledge‑sharing platforms. 
These measures aimed to improve linkages across 
focal areas and promote cross‑sector collabora-
tion, though further development is needed to 
fully realize potential synergies and capture lessons 
systematically. 

2.	 Incentivize innovation and manage risks. Mea-
sures included the creation of a dedicated 
Innovation Window and integration of innovation 
features within some programs, backed by a risk 
appetite statement signaling tolerance for higher 
risk in pursuit of transformational change. As part 
of its risk appetite statement, the GEF established a 
high-risk tolerance specifically for innovation aimed 
at driving such transformation. Utilization of the 
Innovation Window has been limited, and broader 

support for early stage or disruptive innovations 
remains insufficiently defined.

3.	 Establish ground rules for Agency interactions. 
The terms of reference for integrated programs 
encourage collaboration among Agencies, sup-
porting a more coordinated approach to project 
development and execution. Rather than adopt 
strict ground rules—which GEF management cau-
tioned could limit Agency autonomy, complicate 
access to resources, and be difficult to enforce uni-
formly—efforts have focused on strengthening 
operational focal points through targeted training 
and financial support to improve Agency selection 
and portfolio management.

4.	 Develop a strategic approach to country engage-
ment. The GEF introduced measures to strengthen 
country engagement, including a new Country 
Engagement Strategy and portfolio planning dia-
logues and additional support for operational focal 
points and national partners. Adjustments to the 
resource allocation system increased access for 
least developed countries (LDCs) and small island 
developing states (SIDS). Some elements of the 
engagement strategy have been slow to roll out.

5.	 Increase support to LDCs and SIDS. The GEF 
addressed the recommendation to increase support 
for priority country groups by modifying the System 
for Transparent Allocation of Resources (STAR) 
model and supporting their increased participa-
tion in integrated programs. Key changes included 
raising and harmonizing the focal area country 
allocation floors for LDCs and SIDS, reducing the 
country allocation ceiling from 10 percent in GEF-7 
to 6  percent in GEF-8, and increasing the weight 
of the gross domestic product (GDP) index. These 
adjustments enhanced ex  ante country allocations 
to priority countries.

6.	 Strengthen private sector engagement. Engage-
ment with the private sector was continued 
through initiatives on sustainable food systems, 
nature-based solutions, and the blue economy. 
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Overall progress in mobilizing private capital and 
removing operational barriers was limited. The use 
of nongrant instruments was expanded, and innova-
tive financing mechanisms were rolled out.

7.	 Reappraise vision for the SGP. The GEF rede-
fined its vision for the SGP to broaden its purpose 
and enhance its potential for impact. Key mea-
sures included the elimination of the upgrading 
policy, increased allocation of core financing, and 
expanded implementation modalities. The GEF 
also strengthened direct financing and support for 
youth, women, Indigenous Peoples, and local com-
munities—most notably through the rollout of the 
SGP CSO (Civil Society Organization) Challenge 
Program, led by the International Union for Conser-
vation of Nature; and the Microfinance Initiative, 
led by the World Bank. 

8.	 Enhance efficiency of administrative processes. 
The GEF has undertaken several measures to 
enhance the efficiency of its activity cycle, includ-
ing raising the funding cap for medium-size projects 
from $2 million to $5 million, establishing a stream-
lined project cycle for the Global Biodiversity 
Framework Fund, and convening a working group 
to explore further streamlining opportunities. To 
identify avenues for improving the efficiency of the 
project cycle, the GEF Secretariat also engages in 
regular consultations with operational focal points. 

9.	 Monitor implementation of policies and 
strengthen systems. The GEF has taken sev-
eral steps to address the recommendation to 
strengthen the monitoring of implementation of 
GEF policies and to adapt its results-based man-
agement and knowledge management frameworks 
to the context of integrated programs. Enhance-
ments include shifting policy reporting toward 
tracking implementation progress, refining results 
measurement frameworks, and developing a 
Knowledge Management and Learning Strategy. 
Integrated program implementation has shown 
improved performance, with increased attention 

to socioeconomic co-benefits and alignment of 
implementation timelines to support consistent 
monitoring. Global and regional coordination child 
projects now oversee program-level progress. The 
ability to track transformational outcomes is still 
lacking, however, and requires further attention. 

1.4	 OPS8 PURPOSE, 
METHODS, AND 
LIMITATIONS
OPS8 assesses the GEF’s progress in implementing 
and achieving the objectives outlined in the GEF-8 
Programming Directions, which emphasize greater 
integration, innovation and risk management, inclu-
sion, socioeconomic outcomes, enhanced policy 
coherence, and more efficient delivery of impact. 
Drawing on evidence from GEF projects, programs, 
policies, and institutional frameworks, OPS8 builds on 
the findings of OPS7 and introduces several new eval-
uation themes specific to the GEF-8 period:

	l Evidence on integration was drawn from four inte-
grated programs first established in GEF-6: the 
Sustainable Cities Program, the Food Systems Pro-
gram, the Sustainable Forest Management Program, 
and the Global Wildlife Program. These programs 
illustrate how the GEF’s integrated approach sup-
ports system-level transformation across focal areas 
and sectors.

	l To assess the GEF’s relevance, contributions, and 
impacts across diverse country contexts, the IEO con-
ducted three strategic country cluster evaluations 
focusing on dryland ecosystems, the Lower Mekong 
River Basin, and SIDS in the Pacific, as well as an inde-
pendent portfolio review of Caribbean SIDS.

	l For the first time, OPS8 evaluates the GEF’s 
contributions to policy coherence for envi-
ronmental benefits, the GEF experience with 
implementing nature-based solutions, the reali-
zation of socioeconomic co-benefits, the use of 
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advanced technologies, learning from unsuccessful 
or underperforming projects, and the GEF’s evolving 
risk appetite—reflecting a broader understanding of 
how GEF interventions align with national priorities 
and respond to emerging global challenges.

Methods and scope

OPS8 is based on the findings of 34 evaluations and 
studies conducted by the IEO over the 2022–25 
period (box 1.1). Key evaluation parameters—such as 

relevance, impact, performance, and the catalytic role 
of the GEF—that were investigated in earlier OPSs are 
now a part of the regular work program of the IEO and 
addressed in all component OPS8 evaluations. 

In conducting its evaluations, the GEF IEO has applied a 
diverse set of evaluation methods grounded in interna-
tional good practice and adapted to the complexity of 
global environmental challenges. The approaches used 
in all evaluations underpinning OPS8 are methodolog-
ically rigorous, evidence based, and utilization focused. 
All evaluations apply a mixed-methods approach, 

BOX 1.1  Completed evaluations 2022–25

	l Assessing the GEF Competitive Advantage

	l Assessing Inclusion in Fragile and Conflict-Affected 
Situations 

	l Assessing Portfolio-Level Risk in the GEF 

	l Evaluating the Transition to SGP 2.0

	l Evaluation of Cofinancing in the GEF

	l Evaluation of Components of the Results-Based 
Management System 

	l Evaluation of the Effects of the COVID-19 Pandemic 
on GEF Activities 

	l Evaluation of the GEF Climate Change Mitigation 
Focal Area

	l Evaluation of the GEF Country Engagement Strategy 

	l Evaluation of GEF Engagement with the Private Sector

	l Evaluation of GEF Food Systems Programs 

	l Evaluation of the GEF International Waters Focal Area

	l Evaluation of GEF Interventions in the Chemicals and 
Waste Focal Area 

	l Evaluation of GEF Support to Community-Based 
Approaches 

	l Evaluation of GEF Support to Nature-Based Solutions

	l Evaluation of GEF Support to Policy Coherence

	l Evaluation of the GEF’s Approach to and Interventions 
in Water Security

	l Evaluation of the Global Wildlife Program

	l Evaluation of Innovation and Technologies 
Application in the GEF

	l Evaluation of Knowledge Management in the GEF 
Partnership

	l Evaluation of Socioeconomic Co-Benefits of GEF 
Interventions

	l Evaluation of the Sustainable Cities Program

	l GEF Annual Performance Report 2023

	l GEF Annual Performance Report 2025 

	l GEF Programs in Pacific Small Island Developing 
States

	l GEF Support to Climate Information and Early 
Warning Systems 

	l GEF Support to Sustainable Forest Management

	l LDCF/SCCF Annual Evaluation Report 2023

	l LDCF/SCCF Annual Evaluation Report 2024

	l LDCF/SCCF Annual Evaluation Report 2025

	l Learning from Challenges in GEF Projects

	l Review of the GEF Management Action Record

	l Strategic Country Cluster Evaluation: GEF Support to 
Drylands Countries 

	l Strategic Country Cluster Evaluation: Lower Mekong 
River Basin 

https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/inclusion-2024
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/inclusion-2024
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/gef-covid-19-interventions
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/gef-covid-19-interventions
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/food-systems
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/international-waters
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/cw-interventions
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/cw-interventions
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/community-based-approaches
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/community-based-approaches
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/water-security
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/water-security
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/global-wildlife-program
https://www.gefieo.org/sites/default/files/documents/evaluations/apr-2023-behavioral-change.pdf
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/pacific-sids
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/pacific-sids
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/sfm-2022
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/ldcf-sccf-aer-2023
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/ldcf-sccf-aer-2025
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/learning-challenges
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/mar-review
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/scce-drylands
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/scce-drylands
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/scce-mekong
https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/scce-mekong
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combining qualitative insights with quantitative tools 
and analytics to assess the performance, relevance, 
effectiveness, and impact of GEF interventions. Core 
methods include portfolio analysis, country case stud-
ies, thematic and impact evaluations, and stakeholder 
consultations, drawing on a variety of data sources such 
as project documents, field observations, interviews, 
and surveys. To strengthen the robustness and objec-
tivity of its findings, the IEO also employs advanced 
quantitative methods, including the following:

	l Geospatial and remote-sensing analysis. Such 
analysis is used to independently verify environ-
mental outcomes related to land use, forest cover, 
and ecosystem changes. This method enhances the 
accuracy of assessments where field data are lim-
ited or where environmental impacts are spatially 
distributed.

	l Artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning 
tools. These are applied to identify patterns and 
trends across large data sets, and include project 
performance metrics, satellite imagery, and global 
environmental indicators. These tools support early 
risk identification, clustering of project character-
istics, and detection of systemic issues or emerging 
opportunities. As AI tools become more integrated 
into evaluation, the IEO is taking care to ensure they 
are used ethically, transparently, and with human 
oversight. AI-generated findings are validated 
through triangulation, and the Office ensures that 
data privacy is protected; and that we remain alert 
to bias, contextual blind spots, and overreliance on 
automated insights when AI is applied.

	l Statistical and econometric techniques. These are 
used in quasi-experimental designs and contribu-
tion analysis to estimate causal relationships, assess 
attribution, and explore the effects of interventions 
under varying contexts.

	l Big data and text analytics. These are deployed 
to analyze unstructured information from project 
documents, reports, and stakeholder feedback at 

scale—enabling more nuanced understanding of 
project implementation and results.

The evaluation evidence was collected by the IEO 
between 2022 and 2025, including field missions 
conducted as part of the OPS8 evaluations. Local 
consultants supported these efforts by assisting with 
fieldwork and stakeholder engagement.

Where possible, analyses in OPS8 draw on the ter-
minal evaluation reviews of 2,475 completed GEF 
projects and cover the entire GEF portfolio of 6,063 
approved projects from the pilot phase through June 
30, 2025. Particular attention is given to 669 com-
pleted projects for which terminal evaluations were 
received after the close of OPS7—the OPS8 termi-
nal evaluation cohort—and 634 projects that were 
approved during the GEF-8 period through June 
2025. Each evaluation underpinning this report was 
based on the most complete data on the portfolio 
or on the set of completed projects available at the 
time the evaluation was conducted during the OPS8 
period. These evaluations also draw on completed 
assessments conducted by the independent evalua-
tion offices of GEF Agencies during the GEF-8 period.

The IEO theory of change 
framework for assessing 
GEF impact

Figure 1.1 shows the general theory of change devel-
oped by the IEO as a framework for assessing the 
impacts of GEF interventions. The framework lays 
out the different aspects of GEF support that the IEO 
assesses in its evaluations:

	l Areas of contribution: the GEF’s contributions 
toward establishing and strengthening both the 
interventions that directly generate global envi-
ronmental benefits and the enabling conditions 
that allow these interventions to be effectively 



 Chapter 1. I ntroduction 11

implemented, recognizing that the GEF operates in 
a context where multiple actors intervene

	l Catalytic role and additionality: how the GEF 
adds value relative to other funding sources and 
partners, including its unique ability to take risks, 
demonstrate the benefits of innovations, and lever-
age additional investment

	l Impact: the environmental, social, and economic 
benefits to which the GEF has contributed, both as 
direct outcomes of interventions and over the long 
term

	l Progress toward impact: the behavioral and sys-
temic changes that sustain and scale intervention 
outcomes to achieve long-term impact beyond GEF 
support, including shifts in paradigms, policies, and 
markets.

Given the complex, long-term processes at play, the 
framework highlights how impact may only be evident 
decades after GEF support has ended. Where impact 
cannot yet be assessed, progress toward impact pro-
vides indicators of the GEF’s impact trajectory through 
two main pathways: the broader adoption of inter-
ventions by stakeholders without GEF support, and 

FIGURE 1.1  GEF IEO theory of change
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•	 Generating knowledge in 
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•	 Linking global standards and 
interventions across multiple scales

•	 Etc.
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the transformational change of the social-ecological 
systems in which it works.

The framework explicitly links the GEF’s mandate 
to generate global environmental benefits with the 
safeguards designed to ensure that positive envi-
ronmental outcomes enhance—or at least do not 
diminish—the social and economic well-being of 
people who depend on these resources. This includes 
examining potential synergies and trade-offs both 
across environmental outcomes and between environ-
mental and socioeconomic outcomes, as well as any 
unintended negative effects of GEF support.

In addition to assessing the results of GEF support, 
the IEO assesses the GEF’s institutional processes and 
its partners’ contextual conditions that are necessary 
for achieving these results. By learning which contex-
tual conditions enable and hinder results, the GEF can 
continually adapt its interventions to influence these 
conditions.

Limitations

Limitations on evaluative evidence in the GEF have 
been highlighted in several evaluations of the IEO 
and in previous OPSs. For example, terminal evalu-
ations are typically of completed projects begun in 
earlier GEF periods. Their findings thus may not reflect 
current practice but do provide valuable lessons for 
design and implementation. The results of recently 
designed programs such as the integrated programs 
have limited results, as they are at an early stage of 
implementation. To mitigate this limitation and extract 
useful information, formative evaluation approaches 
have been used to assess program/project design, 
quality at entry aspects, and early implementation—
fully recognizing that findings could be different on 
completion. 

Typically, impact evaluations and progress toward 
impact analyses search for evidence of impacts five 

to eight years after projects have been completed, 
with sometimes limited availability of baseline data. 
The Office’s recent use of geospatial analysis has pro-
vided flexibility in looking for environmental changes 
over longer periods of time, before and after project 
implementation, and provides a means to regenerate 
baseline data on important environmental indicators. 
Postcompletion methodologies were implemented 
to gain insights into the sustainability of GEF interven-
tions and contributing factors. 

Quality assurance

Quality assurance for OPS8 has been provided by a 
team of five senior independent advisers with exper-
tise in relevant subject and institutional matters and 
evaluation: Patricia Rogers, Stefan Schwager, Vinod 
Thomas, Hasan Tuluy, and Monika Weber-Fahr. Their 
statement on the quality of the report, and the extent 
to which the conclusions and recommendations are 
based on the evaluative evidence, is included as 
annex B. 

Quality assurance of the component evaluations was 
conducted either through a review process or through 
circulation to a wide range of GEF stakeholders for 
comment on factual and analytical errors as well as on 
the feasibility of the recommendations. In all cases, 
the IEO responded to the various comments received; 
the Office remains fully responsible for any remaining 
errors. Most evaluations have been presented to the 
GEF Council and are available on the IEO website; the 
remainder will be posted following their presentation 
to Council.

1.5	 ORGANIZATION 
OF THIS REPORT
The GEF has adopted integration as a core strategy 
to drive transformational change and deliver global 
environmental benefits. In this way, it can address 

https://www.gefieo.org/evaluations/ops7
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the root causes of environmental degradation through 
coordinated, cross-sectoral actions. This approach aims 
to break down silos, promote synergies across global 
environmental goals, and align efforts with national 
development priorities. The ultimate aim is to enable 
change that is sustainable, scalable, and resilient. 

Given this context, this report places a strong 
emphasis on integration as a unifying principle of 
GEF programming. It provides evidence on how inte-
grated approaches have contributed to large-scale 
system transformations and supported more cohe-
sive approaches to environmental management. 
Further, integration is examined across key dimen-
sions—including social inclusion, risk and innovation, 
private sector engagement, and policy coherence—
reflecting the GEF’s ambition to deliver holistic, 
people-centered, and system-wide impacts.

This report is structured around three core themes: 
what works in the GEF (i.e., GEF performance), 
enablers of transformational change, and the partners 
and systems that supports the GEF’s effectiveness. 
This approach will help us delve deeper to understand 
the factors underpinning recent external rankings 
and assessments of the GEF conducted by MOPAN 
(2025). Presentation of these three themes is book-
ended by introductory context-setting information 
and conclusions and recommendations. The report’s 
organization follows:

Part I: Context for OPS8 provides the context in which 
to place the evaluative evidence.

	l This chapter describes the global environmen-
tal background including challenges and financing; 
outlines the scope and methodology of OPS8, and 
reviews progress made in implementing OPS7 rec-
ommendations, thus providing the contextual 
background for the evidence and analysis pre-
sented in subsequent chapters.

	l Chapter 2: The GEF portfolio provides an overview 
of the GEF portfolio as of end June 2025, including 

trends in resource allocation, regional distribution, 
and Agency participation.

Part II: Performance focuses on the performance and 
results of the GEF. Its chapters examine how GEF inter-
ventions deliver results across multiple dimensions of 
environmental and social performance.

	l Chapter 3: GEF performance analyzes the perfor-
mance of completed GEF projects and provides 
a real‑time review of how GEF‑8 projects are 
designed for transformational change. Coun-
try‑level findings from strategic cluster evaluations 
in drylands, the Lower Mekong River Basin, and 
SIDS are also presented; along with pathways to 
transformational change through broader adoption, 
policy coherence, and behavioral shifts. The chapter 
concludes with an assessment of administrative and 
operational efficiency. 

	l Chapter 4: Socioeconomic co‑benefits presents 
evidence on the socioeconomic co‑benefits gen-
erated by GEF interventions, highlighting how 
environmental actions can also support livelihoods, 
health, and community well‑being. 

	l Chapter 5: Focal area performance assesses the per-
formance of the GEF portfolio across the GEF focal 
areas—biodiversity, climate change, land degra-
dation, international waters, and chemicals and 
waste—highlighting areas of strength as well as 
persistent challenges. Also discussed is how focal 
area strategies have evolved over time to better 
reflect the GEF’s shift toward greater integration. 
The GEF’s experience in implementing multifocal 
projects and nature-based solutions that cut across 
several focal areas is also discussed in this chapter.

Part III: Enablers of transformation focuses on the 
enablers that support transformational change across 
the GEF portfolio. It examines how integration, social 
inclusion, innovation and risk-taking, and engagement 
with the private sector create the conditions necessary 
for systemic, scalable, and sustainable environmental 
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solutions. These themes are explored as cross-cutting 
factors that strengthen program design, foster part-
nerships, and accelerate the adoption of impactful 
approaches—reflecting GEF‑8 priorities and its ambi-
tion to drive long-term change beyond individual 
projects.

	l Chapter 6: Integrated programming examines 
evidence on the GEF’s integrated programming 
model, including the integrated approach pilots of 
GEF‑6, the Impact Programs of GEF‑7, and the inte-
grated programs of GEF‑8, highlighting how this 
evolution is designed to promote systemic change 
and reviewing the progress achieved to date.

	l Chapter 7: Operationalizing social inclusion offers 
insights on inclusion in the GEF portfolio, with a 
focus on the participation and empowerment of 
women, Indigenous Peoples, youth, and other 
marginalized groups. It reviews GEF policies on 
safeguards, gender, and Indigenous Peoples 
along with lessons from their implementation. The 
chapter also highlights how community-based 
approaches and the SGP contribute to inclusion. 

	l Chapter 8: Engagement with the private sector 
presents findings on the GEF’s engagement with 
the private sector, including the performance of 
its Non‑Grant Instrument Program, highlighting 
the role of private investment and partnerships in 
advancing environmental outcomes. 

	l Chapter 9: Risk and innovation presents evidence 
on how the GEF approaches risk and fosters inno-
vation, highlighting the role of risk and innovation 
in enabling transformational change and supporting 
the development and scaling of novel solutions. 

Part IV: GEF institutional framework covers the GEF’s 
institutional framework.

	l Chapter 10: Partners and financing examines the 
functioning of the GEF partnership, including the 
Country Engagement Strategy, the roles of the GEF 
Agencies, the STAP, and civil society organizations. 
It also analyzes GEF financing, focusing on donor 
contributions and cofinancing arrangements, and 
how these mechanisms support effective imple-
mentation of the GEF mandate.

	l Chapter 11: GEF results and learning systems dis-
cusses the GEF’s results‑based management and 
knowledge management systems, which are essen-
tial for strengthening accountability, enabling 
learning, and improving decision‑making across the 
GEF partnership. 

Finally, Part V: Planning for GEF-9 looks to the future. It 
draws on the findings and lessons presented through-
out the report to inform the GEF’s strategic direction in 
its next replenishment cycle.

	l Chapter 12: Conclusions and recommendations 
draws together the main conclusions of the report 
and provides forward-looking recommendations 
to guide the strategic direction of GEF‑9. It builds 
on the evidence and lessons from across the report, 
highlighting priorities to strengthen the GEF’s cata-
lytic role, enhance its responsiveness to emerging 
global environmental challenges, and position it to 
deliver greater transformational impact in the next 
replenishment period.
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chapter 2

The GEF portfolio

A s of end June 2025, the GEF had provided 
$26.5  billion in total funding for more 
than 6,000 projects through its family of 

funds. The GEF Trust Fund remains the primary source 
for GEF financing, contributing $23.5  billion across 
5,505 projects (table 2.1). In total, the GEF has raised 
$146.3  billion in cofinancing pledges. During the 
GEF-8 cycle, this translates to $7.70 in cofinancing for 
every dollar of GEF financing (table 2.2). 

GEF-8 is currently in progress and is scheduled to con-
clude in June 2026. As of end June 2025, the GEF had 
approved 76 percent of its target allocation for GEF-8, 
amounting to $3.9 billion for 525 projects.1 At the same 

1 This excludes the Country Support Program ($28  million) 
and the corporate budget ($187 million) which were part of 

stage of GEF-7, the number of approved projects and 
the percentage of resources programmed were com-
parable, with 557 projects accounting for 76 percent of 
the $3.9 billion funding target.2

Most focal areas and corporate programs in GEF-8 
have a similar percentage of target allocations pro-
grammed as at the equivalent stage of GEF-7. 
However, resources for chemicals and waste and the 
Non-Grant Instrument (NGI) Program have been 

the total GEF-8 replenishment ($5.33 billion). Source: GEF 
(2024d).

2 This excludes the Country Support Program ($21 million), 
and the corporate budget ($151.9 million) which were part of 
the total GEF-7 replenishment ($4.052 billion). Source: GEF 
(2022c). 

TABLE 2.1  Number of projects and amount of GEF financing by GEF replenishment period and funding source

Funding 
source

Through GEF-4 GEF-5 GEF-6 GEF-7 GEF-8 Total

No. Mil. $ No. Mil. $ No. Mil. $ No. Mil. $ No. Mil. $ No. Mil. $

CBIT 0 0 0 0 41 53 3 5 0 0 44 58

GBFF 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 40 202 40 202

GET 2,613 9,067 964 3,617 679 3,261 724 3,645 525 3,865 5,505 23,454

LDCF 87 146 132 798 42 299 84 506 69 618 414 2,367

NPIF 0 0 14 16 0 0 0 0 0 0 14 16

SCCF 25 106 42 194 10 46 14 14 15 44 106 403

Total 2,725 9,319 1,131 4,625 771 3,658 802 4,170 634 4,729 6,063 26,501

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
Note: CBIT = Capacity-building Initiative for Transparency; GBFF = Global Biodiversity Framework Fund; GET = GEF Trust Fund; LDCF = 
Least Developed Countries Fund; NPIF = Nagoya Protocol Implementation Fund; SCCF = Special Climate Change Fund. The sum of 
projects by funding source may exceed the total number of projects because multitrust fund projects are counted in more than one 
funding source category. Totals include Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees.
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TABLE 2.2  Cofinancing ratio by funding source

Funding 
source

Thru 
GEF-4 GEF-5 GEF-6 GEF-7 GEF-8 Total

CBIT n.a. n.a. 0.7 2.3 n.a. 0.8

GBFF n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 3.3 3.3

GET 4.3 6.1 8.3 7.5 8.2 6.3

LDCF 1.8 4.6 3.9 4.5 5.6 4.5

MTF n.a. 8.4 3.0 4.3 8.7 6.9

NPIF n.a. 2.4 n.a. n.a. n.a. 2.4

SCCF 6.5 9.1 7.8 3.7 5.0 7.7

Total 4.3 6.1 7.8 7.1 7.7 6.1

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
Note: n.a. = not applicable. CBIT = Capacity-building Initiative 
for Transparency; GBFF = Global Biodiversity Framework Fund; 
GET = GEF Trust Fund; LDCF = Least Developed Countries Fund; 
MTF  = multitrust fund; NPIF  = Nagoya Protocol Implementation 
Fund; SCCF = Special Climate Change Fund. Considers reported 
cofinancing when projects enter the work program. GEF financing 
excludes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees. 

FIGURE 2.1  GEF Trust Fund financing by focal 
area and corporate program
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Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
Note: GEF financing includes Agency fees and project 
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capacity and multifocal area investments from previous GEF 
cycles, where contributions from specific focal areas are not 
separately identified. GEF-5 to GEF-7 figures are based on 
cumulative data.

programmed at a faster pace in GEF-8. As of June 
2025, no resources had been programmed for the 
Innovation Window.

Consistent with the GEF-8 Programming Directions, 
financing for biodiversity has increased, whereas 
the share allocated to climate change mitigation 
has declined (figure  2.1). Multifocal area interven-
tions have gained greater prominence in GEF-8, both 
in terms of number of projects and resource allo-
cation, reflecting the strategic focus on integrated 
programs (figure  2.2). In terms of planned cofinanc-
ing by focal area in GEF-8, international waters has 
the highest cofinancing ratio at 9.8, and land degrada-
tion the lowest at 3.2. Among corporate programs, the 
NGI Program shows the greatest cofinancing leverage, 
attracting $20.8 for every dollar of GEF financing; the 
Small Grants Programme (SGP) has a cofinancing ratio 
of 5.2.

Cumulatively, the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme (UNDP), the World Bank, and the United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) have 
accounted for significant shares of GEF Trust Fund 

FIGURE 2.2  Multifocal area projects as a share of 
the GEF portfolio and of GEF Trust Fund financing

GEF-8GEF-5 to GEF-7

25%

36%

52%
55%

Projects
(n = 2,367; 525)

Financing
($10.5 billion; $3.9 billion)

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
Note: GEF financing includes Agency fees and project 
preparation grant funding and fees. Data exclude multifocal 
area projects that are part of the Non-Grant Instrument 
Program or the Small Grants Programme. GEF-5 to GEF-7 
figures are based on cumulative data.
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FIGURE 2.3  Cofinancing ratio by GEF Agency type
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United Nations
entities

Others

GEF-5 to GEF-7 GEF-8

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
Note: Considers reported cofinancing when projects enter 
the work program. In calculating cofinancing ratios, GEF 
financing excludes Agency fees and project preparation 
grant funding and fees. GEF-5 to GEF-7 figures are based on 
cumulative data.

resources: 35  percent, 26  percent, and 14  percent, 
respectively. However, individual Agency shares of 
GEF programming have shifted over time. In GEF-8, 
UNDP’s share declined to 29  percent, which rep-
resents a decrease from previous GEF cycles. The 
World Bank experienced an even steeper drop, with 
its share falling from 46 percent from the pilot phase 
until GEF-4 to just 8  percent in GEF-8. In contrast, 
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nation’s (FAO’s) share has steadily grown across 
replenishment periods, increasing from 1  percent to 
16  percent. Cofinancing ratios are highest for multi-
lateral development banks (17.1) in GEF-8, compared 
with 6.8 for United Nations entities and 5.0 for others 
(figure 2.3).

Agency shares of GEF financing vary across regions. 
In Africa, UNDP, UNEP, and FAO receive the largest 
shares of funding. In Latin America and the Caribbean, 
governments primarily rely on UNDP, FAO, and UNEP, 
in that order, followed by Conservation International. 
In Asia, the predominant agencies are UNDP, FAO, and 
United Nations Industrial Development Organization, 

while in Europe and Central Asia, the leading agen-
cies are UNDP, FAO, and the World Bank. For global 
programs, UNDP plays a dominant role, accounting 
for nearly half of the programmed financing in GEF-8 
(table 2.3). 

Overall, 12  percent of financing through the GEF 
Trust Fund has been delivered through child projects 
approved under the framework of integrated pro-
grams. In GEF-8 to date, integrated programs account 
for 38  percent of projects and 43  percent of the 
portfolio in terms of total financing (figure 2.4a). His-
torically, child projects under a programmatic approach 
have attracted more cofinancing than stand-alone proj-
ects. In GEF-8, projects under integrated programs 
have attracted lower levels of cofinancing than in pre-
vious periods, with a ratio of 7.6 compared to 10.6 in 
GEF-6 and GEF-7. Nevertheless, this remains higher 
than the 6.7 ratio observed for stand-alone projects 
(figure 2.4b).

The shares of financing for small island developing 
states (SIDS) and least developed countries (LDCs) 
has increased in GEF-8, continuing a trend that 
emerged in the later stages of GEF-7 (figure  2.5a). 
However, cofinancing remains a challenge for SIDS, 
with a ratio of 3.2—significantly lower than the 6.1 ratio 
observed for LDCs (figure 2.5b).

Africa and Asia have historically held the larg-
est shares of total GEF financing. However, recent 
replenishment periods have shown notable shifts in 
regional distribution. In GEF-8, the shares for Africa 
and Latin America and the Caribbean have increased, 
with each region now accounting for slightly more 
than one-quarter of total GEF Trust Fund financing 
(figure  2.6a). In contrast, shares for Asia, and Europe 
and Central Asia have declined. The financing share 
for global projects rose from 15 percent in earlier peri-
ods to 18 percent in GEF-7, a trend that has continued 
into GEF-8. This increase is partially driven by the 
growing prominence of global projects implemented 
under integrated programs, along with a declining 
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TABLE 2.3  Distribution of GEF-8 GEF Trust Fund financing by region and Agency (%) 

GEF Agency Africa Asia ECA LAC Regional Global Total

African Development Bank 7 0 0 0 0 0 2

Asian Development Bank 0 2 0 0 16 3 2

Brazilian Biodiversity Fund 0 0 0 3 0 0 1

Conservation International 3 1 0 7 7 4 4

Development Bank of Latin America 0 0 0 5 0 0 1

Development Bank of Southern Africa 2 0 0 0 0 0 1

European Bank for Reconstruction and Development 2 0 8 0 0 0 1

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 11 23 24 21 4 9 16

Inter-American Development Bank 0 0 0 2 52 0 2

International Fund for Agricultural Development 5 4 5 0 0 1 3

International Union for Conservation of Nature 7 4 0 4 13 2 4

 United Nations Development Programme 22 36 30 23 0 44 29

United Nations Environment Programme 22 10 9 18 8 17 17

United Nations Industrial Development Organization 7 13 6 4 0 4 7

West African Development Bank 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

World Bank 10 4 18 6 0 9 8

World Wildlife Fund–US 2 3 0 4 0 6 3

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Total (million $) 1,060 757 198 1,001 96 753 3,865

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
Note: Details may not sum to totals because of rounding. GEF financing includes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and 
fees. ECA = Europe and Central Asia; LAC = Latin America and the Caribbean.

FIGURE 2.4  Growth of programmatic approaches in the GEF Trust Fund portfolio 

b. Cofinancing ratiosa. Share of GEF financing
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Note: Considers reported cofinancing when projects enter the work program. In calculating cofinancing ratios, GEF financing excludes 
Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees. GEF-5 to GEF-7 figures are based on cumulative data.
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FIGURE 2.6  GEF Trust Fund financing and cofinancing ratios by region
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Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
Note: GEF financing ($10.5  billion for GEF-5 to GEF-7; $3.9  billion for GEF-8) includes Agency fees and project preparation grant 
funding and fees. Considers reported cofinancing when projects enter the work program. In calculating cofinancing ratios, GEF financing 
excludes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees. GEF-5 to GEF-7 figures are based on cumulative data.

share of resources programmed through the STAR. In 
terms of cofinancing, the Latin America and the Carib-
bean region has comparatively lower ratios, while 
Africa leads in cofinancing performance in GEF-8 
(figure 2.6b).

The top 10 recipients of GEF financing have 
remained largely unchanged since GEF-5. There have 
been some shifts in the rankings, however, with China 
falling from first to eighth place. Madagascar has joined 
the top 10, and Ecuador is no longer in the top  10 
(figure 2.7).

Cumulatively, 64  percent of GEF projects have 
been completed. Out of the 6,063 projects imple-
mented across all GEF trust funds, 6  percent are in 
the preparation phase, and 29  percent are currently 
under implementation. The total number of com-
pleted projects stands at 3,904 (figure 2.8). According 

FIGURE 2.5  GEF Trust Fund financing and 
cofinancing ratios for LDCs and SIDS
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Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
Note: GEF financing ($10.5  billion for GEF-5 to GEF-7; 
$3.9  billion for GEF-8) includes Agency fees and project 
preparation grant funding and fees. In calculating cofinancing 
ratios, GEF financing excludes Agency fees and project 
preparation grant funding and fees. GEF-5 to GEF-7 figures are 
based on cumulative data.
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FIGURE 2.8  Distribution of all GEF projects by activity cycle stage, by replenishment period
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FIGURE 2.7  Top 10 countries in GEF financing (million $)
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to the GEF Evaluation Policy, Agencies are required 
to submit terminal evaluations upon completion of 
full- and medium-size projects, as well as for enabling 
activities processed as full-size projects (GEF IEO 
2022b). These evaluations are independently val-
idated either by the GEF IEO or by the evaluation 
units of the implementing GEF Agencies. To date, 
2,475 projects have submitted terminal evaluations 
to the GEF Portal.3 Of these, 42 percent (1,032 proj-

3 The cumulative portfolio of 2,475 completed GEF projects 
for which performance ratings were independently validated 
through June 2025.

ects) were independently validated by the GEF IEO, 
and 58  percent (1,443 projects) were validated by 
Agency evaluation units. The Eighth Comprehensive 
Evaluation of the GEF (OPS8) cohort includes 669 
completed projects with terminal evaluations submit-
ted after the OPS7 cycle. 
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chapter 3

GEF performance

T his chapter analyzes the performance of com-
pleted GEF projects, drawing on evidence 
from a portfolio of 2,475 completed projects 

with terminal evaluations independently validated 
through June 2025 (table 3.1). Together, these projects 
represent $10.7 billion in GEF funding and $73.9 bil-
lion in reported materialized cofinancing. The chapter 
assesses portfolio performance in terms of project out-
comes, sustainability, quality of implementation and 
execution, and monitoring and evaluation (M&E) (see 
box  3.1 for definitions of performance-related termi-
nology). It also looks at performance at the regional/
country level, including findings from strategic coun-
try cluster evaluations focusing on GEF interventions 
in drylands, the Lower Mekong River Basin, and small 

island developing states (SIDS) in the Pacific and 
Caribbean (the latter findings are from an independent 
portfolio review). The chapter then takes an in-depth 
look at enhancing the sustainability of project out-
comes by GEF support to three critical areas: broader 
adoption, environmentally coherent national policies, 
and shifts in stakeholder behavior from environmen-
tally harmful to environmentally friendly practices. This 
provides a real-time review of how GEF-8 projects are 
designed to drive transformational change. The chap-
ter concludes with an assessment of administrative and 
operational efficiency.

TABLE 3.1  Portfolio of closed projects

GEF period

CEO 
endorsed/
approved  

(no.)

Closed
Closed with terminal evalua-
tion submitted to GEF Portal

Closed with validated 
ratings available

No.
% of approved 

projects No.
% of closed 

projects No.
% of closed 

projects

Through GEF-4 1,872 1,813 97 1,749 96 1,668 92

GEF-5 839 718 86 656 91 613 85

GEF-6 601 286 48 222 78 182 64

GEF-7 671 22 3 15 68 12 55

Total 3,983 2,839 71 2,642 93 2,475 87

Sources: GEF Portal and GEF IEO Annual Performance Report (APR) 2026 data set, which includes completed projects for which 
terminal evaluations were independently validated through June 2025. 
Note: Data exclude parent projects, projects with less than $0.5 million of GEF financing, enabling activities with less than $2 million of 
GEF financing, and projects from the Small Grants Programme. Closed projects refer to all projects closed as of June 30, 2025. The GEF 
IEO accepts validated ratings from some Agencies; however, their validation cycles may not align with the GEF IEO’s reporting cycle, 
which can lead to some projects with available terminal evaluations lacking validated ratings within the same reporting period; thus, 
validated ratings here are from the APR data set only.
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BOX 3.1  Definitions of key performance-related terms

Outcome. An intended or achieved short- or medium-term 
effect of a project or program’s outputs. A project’s out-
come performance is evaluated using the criteria of 
relevance, coherence, effectiveness, and efficiency at the 
time of project completion.

	l The relevance criterion assesses the alignment of proj-
ect design with GEF focal areas or operational program 
strategies, country priorities, beneficiary needs, and 
the mandates of the GEF Agency and its executing 
partners. 

	l The coherence criterion examines the compatibil-
ity of the project with other relevant activities within 
its operational context; its alignment of its theory of 
change, governance structure, activities, and monitor-
ing and evaluation system; and its adherence to GEF 
policies and guidelines.

	l The effectiveness criterion assesses the extent to 
which project results correspond to the ex  ante tar-
gets, including consideration of any unintended 
consequences. 

	l The efficiency criterion assesses the project’s 
cost-effectiveness, considering its cost/time versus 
output/outcomes equation and, where possible, com-
paring it to alternatives.

Impact. The positive and negative, primary and second-
ary long-term effects produced by a project or program, 
directly or indirectly, intended or unintended.

Sustainability. The continuation/likely continuation of 
positive effects from the project or program after it has 
come to an end, and its potential for scale-up and/or 

replication. Projects and programs need to be environ-
mentally as well as institutionally, financially, politically, 
culturally and socially sustainable.

Broader adoption. The adoption of GEF-supported inter-
ventions by governments and other stakeholders beyond 
the original scope and funding of a GEF-supported 
intervention. This may take place through sustaining, rep-
lication, mainstreaming, and scaling-up.

	l Sustaining is when a GEF intervention continues to 
be implemented without GEF support through clear 
budget allocations, implementing structures, and insti-
tutional frameworks.

	l Replication occurs when a GEF intervention is repro-
duced at a comparable administrative or ecological 
scale, often in different geographical areas or regions.

	l Mainstreaming refers to when information, lessons, 
or specific aspects of a GEF initiative are incorporated 
into a broader stakeholder initiative. This may occur not 
only through governments but also in development 
organizations and other sectors.

	l Scaling-up is when GEF-supported initiatives are 
implemented at a larger geographical scale, often 
expanded to include new aspects or concerns that may 
be political, administrative, economic, or ecological in 
nature.

Transformational change. Deep, systemic, and sustain-
able change with large-scale impact in an area of major 
environmental concern. It is defined by four criteria: rele-
vance, depth of change, scale of change, and sustainability.

Sources: GEF IEO 2014, 2018b, 2022b; OECD 2023.
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3.1	 PORTFOLIO 
PERFORMANCE 
Outcomes
The vast majority of GEF projects are rated in the sat-
isfactory range for outcomes. The outcome rating 
assesses the extent to which a completed project 
achieved the outcome expected at implementation 
completion.1 Cumulatively, validated outcome ratings 
of 82  percent of completed projects are in the satis-
factory range. Projects approved during GEF‑5 show 
improvement compared with earlier periods, with 
85  percent rated in the satisfactory range, up from 
79 percent previously (figure 3.1). Although GEF-5 and 
GEF-6 projects show a higher percentage of projects 
in the satisfactory range, these figures may decline as 
more projects from these periods are completed. His-
torical data indicate that underperforming projects 
tend to take longer to close and, once completed, tend 
to lower the percentage of projects in the satisfactory 
range for their period.

While projects from GEF‑5 and GEF‑6 currently show 
higher satisfactory outcome rates, these figures may 
decline as more projects close as, historically, under-
performing projects tend to take longer to complete 
and often lower overall ratings once finalized. Box 3.2 
provides examples of satisfactory or unsatisfactory per-
formance in outcome achievement. 

There are variations in outcome performance across 
focal areas, regions, country groups, and program-
matic approaches. Among completed projects from 
GEF-5 onwards, the percentage of projects rated in 
the satisfactory outcome range varies across focal areas, 
ranging from 96 percent in land degradation to 84 per-
cent in climate change. Regionally, a higher percentage 
of projects in Europe and Central Asia and Asia are 

1 See GEF IEO (2024d) for a detailed description of the GEF 
IEO’s rating methodology.

FIGURE 3.1  Percentage of projects with 
outcomes rated in the satisfactory range, by GEF 
period

79%
85% 89%

82%

Through GEF-4
(n = 1,649)

GEF-5
(n = 608)

GEF-6
(n = 180)

All periods
(n = 2,449)

Source: GEF IEO Annual Performance Report 2026 data set, 
which includes completed projects for which performance 
ratings were independently validated through June 2025.
Note: The number of projects for which validated outcome 
ratings are available is shown in parentheses. The cumulative 
figure for all periods includes GEF-7, which is not shown 
separately due to the limited number of observations.

BOX 3.2  Examples of projects with 
satisfactory and unsatisfactory outcomes

The Environmentally Sound Management of Munic-
ipal and Hazardous Solid Waste project in Senegal 
(GEF ID 4888, United Nations Industrial Develop-
ment Organization) was assessed as highly relevant, 
coherent, and cost-effective in supporting waste 
management, and in addressing the needs of vulner-
able groups. It reduced emissions of unintentional 
persistent organic pollutants and open waste burn-
ing, and increased awareness of waste management’s 
health and environmental implications. Therefore, its 
outcome achievement was rated highly satisfactory. 

In contrast, the Mainstreaming Biodiversity Conser-
vation through Low-Impact Ecotourism project in 
Panama (GEF ID 9889, Inter-American Development 
Bank) was rated highly unsatisfactory as it completed 
only two outputs and failed to achieve intended out-
comes such as improvements in financial sustainability 
and management effectiveness of protected areas.
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rated in the satisfactory range for outcomes, while Africa 
and Latin America and the Caribbean have the lowest 
percentages. Since GEF-5, the share of completed proj-
ects rated in the satisfactory range for outcomes has 
increased across all regions compared to earlier periods. 
Projects in Latin America and the Caribbean showed 
the least improvement. A high percentage of global 
projects are rated in the satisfactory range. 

GEF projects in SIDS or fragile and conflict-affected 
situations face greater challenges in achieving their 
intended outcomes. About a quarter of the projects 
in SIDS and 20 percent in fragile and conflict-affected 
situations are rated in the unsatisfactory range, which is 
lower than performance in other countries. The Evalu-
ation of GEF Support in Fragile and Conflict-Affected 
Situations highlighted the challenges—such as social 
conflict, economic uncertainty, political fragility, and 
weak governance—that projects face in these settings, 
leading to lower achievements (GEF IEO 2024b). In 
SIDS, capacity constraints contribute to lower outcome 
achievements. While past projects in least developed 
countries (LDCs) were less likely to receive outcome 
ratings in the satisfactory range, their performance has 
significantly improved in recent periods. 

A high proportion of completed child projects under 
integrated programs have achieved outcomes in the 
satisfactory range. Specifically, 93  percent of the 14 
evaluated child projects were rated in the satisfactory 

range for outcome achievement. Although slightly 
lower percentages were observed for child projects 
from other programs (87  percent) and stand-alone 
projects (86  percent) approved during the same 
period, the differences are not statistically significant. 

Achievement of outcomes 
relative to targets

For projects to achieve their intended outcomes, it is 
essential that they achieve the expected results iden-
tified in their results measurement frameworks. These 
include both corporate-level indicators and those that 
are specific to individual projects.

At project completion, most indicators in project 
results measurement frameworks were measured 
and reported using consistent units. The Evaluation 
of Components of the Results-Based Management 
System reviewed 2,213 indicators listed in the results 
measurement framework of GEF-6 and GEF-7 com-
pleted projects with terminal evaluations (GEF IEO 
forthcoming-e). It found that 91 percent had achieve-
ments measured and reported. In 88 percent of cases, 
this reporting consistently used the units specified in 
the results measurement framework (table 3.2). Where 
indicators were specified, 64  percent fully met their 
targets and when considering only indicators reported 
using consistent units, 73 percent fully achieved their 

TABLE 3.2  Reporting on project indicators at project completion by indicator category

Category

Number 
of 

indicators

Reporting at completion (% of indicators)

Reported on
Use of consistent 

units
Full target achievement 

(100%+)

GEF results 
framework

Core and subcore indicators 253 94 92 59

Other indicators 1,960 91 87 65

Type of 
benefit

Environmental stress and status 243 95 91 59

Other environmental benefits 141 92 89 58

Nonenvironmental benefits 561 89 86 65

Total 2,213 91 88 64

Source: GEF IEO forthcoming-e, based on a review of 122 GEF-6 and GEF-7 completed projects with terminal evaluations.
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specified targets. Thus, in majority of instances projects 
fully achieve the results specified in their results mea-
surement framework.

The programming documents for each GEF replenish-
ment period set targets for corporate environmental 
results indicators. The remainder of this subsection 
reviews progress toward achieving the corporate envi-
ronmental targets established for GEF‑6. 

During GEF-6, 601 projects were approved, 511 
of which were financed by the GEF Trust Fund. Of 
these 511, 147 have been completed; project results 
achieved have been assessed for 140 that included a 
corporate results–related target in its results measure-
ment framework. Data on achievement of corporate 
environmental targets for completed GEF-6 projects 
was compiled from reporting on results achievement 
in terminal evaluations and/or the last project imple-
mentation report (PIR) of the given project. Table 3.3 
provides a summary of performance based on actual 
achievement of targets for these 140 projects.

The GEF has made substantial progress toward 
achieving the GEF-6 corporate environmental 
results targets, although full achievement of all 
targets remains uncertain. Of the 10 corporate envi-
ronmental results targets for GEF-6, 5 are on track. 
Among 43 completed projects with available data on 
ex ante targets and actual results, the reported green-
house gas emissions mitigated totaled 559  million 
metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent (MMT CO2e), 
surpassing the aggregate target of 363 MMT CO2e. For 
direct emissions avoidance alone, projects achieved 
171  MMT  CO2e compared to the target of 105  MMT 
CO2e. Notably, the aggregate projected CO2 avoid-
ance from all project proposals nearly doubled the 
GEF-6 portfolio target, and completed projects signifi-
cantly outperformed the combined targets; this places 
the GEF firmly on track to meet its goals, despite gaps 
in reporting. 

The GEF is also on track to meet targets related to 
country coverage for environmental information sys-
tems, development and sectoral planning frameworks, 
freshwater basin coverage, and mercury reduction. 
Other targets show less promising trends. The corpo-
rate target for reducing ozone-depleting substances 
is unlikely to be met, as the total expected reductions 
from approved projects fall well below the target, even 
though one completed project met its goal. Similarly, 
progress on indicators for production landscapes and 
landscapes/seascapes under improved management 
for biodiversity remains below the pace required (see 
table 3.3), although substantial achievement is still pos-
sible. Limited reporting on the indicator for globally 
overexploited fisheries shifted to sustainable levels 
makes it difficult to assess progress or make reliable 
projections in this area.

Sustainability

Nearly two-thirds of completed GEF projects are 
rated in the likely range for sustainability. The 
sustainability rating assesses the extent to which a proj-
ect’s outcomes are durable and the project is likely to 
achieve its expected long-term impact. Cumulatively, 
64  percent of completed projects are rated in the 
likely range for sustainability. GEF-6 shows a high per-
centage of projects in the likely range, although this 
figure may change as more projects approved during 
this period are completed (figure 3.2).

Although the overall share of projects rated in the 
likely range for sustainability has increased, proj-
ects in Africa, SIDS, fragile and conflict-affected 
situations, and LDCs continue to face higher sus-
tainability risks. In recent replenishment periods, 
likely sustainability ratings vary: from chemicals and 
waste at 81  percent to biodiversity at 66  percent. 
Global projects lead in terms of sustainability ratings 
from GEF-5 onwards, while also demonstrating the 
greatest improvements compared to previous peri-
ods. Although sustainability ratings in Africa have 
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TABLE 3.3  Achievement of GEF-6 corporate environmental targets

GEF-6 corporate indicator
GEF-6 
targetb

Aggre-
gate targets 

in project 
proposalsb

Completed projectsa

Provided ex 
ante target 

Provided 
data at 

completion
Aggregate 

targetc

Achieved 
at project 

completion

Landscape and seascape area 
under improved management for 
biodiversity conservation

300 mil. ha 360 mil. ha 48 43 90 mil. ha 49 mil. ha

Direct coverage n.a. n.a. 12 11 5 mil. ha 3 mil. ha

Production landscapes under 
improved management 120 mil. ha 103 mil. ha 32 31 5 mil. ha 4 mil. ha

Direct coverage n.a. n.a. 6 7 0.06 mil. ha 0.14 mil. ha

Freshwater basins in which water-
food-energy-ecosystem security 
and conjunctive management of 
surface and groundwater is taking 
place

10 basins 29 basins 4 3 3 basins 3 basins

Globally overexploited fisheries 
moved to more sustainable levels 20% 13% 5 0 n.a. n.a.

CO2e emissions avoided 750 MMT 1,419 MMT 67 43 363 MMT 559 MMT

Direct coverage n.a. n.a. 49 34 105 MMT 171 MMT

POPs (PCBs, obsolete pesticides) 
disposed 80,000 MT 76,251 MT 6 6 10,563 MT 6,941 MT

Mercury reduced 1,000 MT 638 MT 6 5 33 MT 54 MT

ODP (HCFC) reduced/phased 
out 303 MT 26 MT 1 1 6 MT 6 MT

Countries in which development 
and sectoral planning frameworks 
that integrate measurable targets 
drawn from the MEAs have been 
developedd

10 countries 15 countries 30 30 114 countries 112 countries

Countries in which functional 
environmental information 
systems are established to 
support decision-makingd

10 countries 19 countries 23 20 94 countries 37 countries

Source: Project documentation and GEF Secretariat 2018.
Note: n.a. = not applicable. CO2e = carbon dioxide equivalent; ha = hectare; HCFC = hydrochlorofluorocarbon; MEA = multilateral envi-
ronmental agreement; MMT = million metric ton; MT = metric ton; ODP = ozone depletion potential; PCB = polychlorinated biphenyl; 
POP = persistent organic pollutant.
a. Results are aggregated for 140 projects that included at least one corporate environmental results target for GEF-6 and were financed 
through the GEF Trust Fund and had available validated terminal evaluations as of June 30, 2025. Excludes enabling activities, projects 
with less than $500,000 in GEF financing, and projects from the Small Grants Programme.
b. GEF Secretariat (2018). 
c. Aggregate target for projects that provide achievement data (including no achievement) at completion.
d. According to GEF Secretariat (2018), GEF-6 targets and aggregate targets in project proposals were derived from cross-cutting 
capacity development projects; therefore, they were likely to underestimate the number of countries that other GEF projects have 
supported. Data for completed projects cover all projects where these indicators were reported.
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also improved, projects in this region still face signifi-
cant risks at implementation completion. A substantial 
share of projects in fragile and conflict-affected situ-
ations, SIDS, and LDCs are rated in the unlikely range 
for sustainability. Factors influencing sustainability in 
these contexts are further elaborated on in section 3.2. 
Among the 11 child projects from integrated programs 
with available sustainability ratings, 8 (73  percent) 
were assessed in the likely range for sustainability. 
Despite this nominally higher share compared to child 
projects from other programs (68  percent) and 
stand-alone projects (69 percent), the differences are 
not statistically significant, indicating broadly compara-
ble performance across project types.

Quality of implementation 
and execution

Over 80  percent of completed GEF projects are 
rated in the satisfactory range for both implemen-
tation and execution. Implementation ratings reflect 
how well GEF Agencies have fulfilled their roles in 

project design, start-up, supervision, application of 
policies, M&E, and adaptive management. Execu-
tion ratings assess how effectively executing agencies 
delivered project activities under the supervision of 
the GEF Agency, including procurement, stakeholder 
engagement, and on-the-ground monitoring.

Cumulatively, 82  percent of projects are rated in 
the satisfactory range for implementation and exe-
cution (figure  3.3). Both measures have improved 
since GEF-5, with implementation quality now 
consistent across focal areas and execution show-
ing moderate variation. Projects in Africa and SIDS 
tend to face greater challenges in both implementa-
tion and execution. Interestingly, projects in fragile 
and conflict-affected contexts experience more pro-
nounced difficulties in implementation than execution. 
All evaluated child projects from integrated programs 
received ratings in the satisfactory range for imple-
mentation and execution; a higher percentage of 
stand-alone projects were rated in this range. 

FIGURE 3.3  Percentage of projects with 
quality of implementation/execution rated in the 
satisfactory range, by GEF period

79% 80%
87% 84%

95% 92%
82% 82%

Through GEF-4
(n = 1,417; 1,381)

GEF-5
(n = 585; 521)

GEF-6
(n = 175; 155)

All periods
(n = 2,189; 2,069)

Implementation Execution

Source: GEF IEO Annual Performance Report 2026 data set, 
which includes completed projects for which performance 
ratings were independently validated through June 2025.
Note: The number of projects for which validated ratings for 
quality of implementation and execution are available is shown 
in parentheses. The cumulative figure for all periods includes 
GEF-7, which is not shown separately due to the limited number 
of observations.

FIGURE 3.2  Percentage of projects with 
sustainability of outcomes rated in the likely range, 
by GEF period

62% 66%

78%

64%

Through GEF-4
(n = 1,541)

GEF-5
(n = 533)

GEF-6
(n = 160)

All periods
(n = 2,246)

Source: GEF IEO Annual Performance Report 2026 data set, 
which includes completed projects for which performance 
ratings were independently validated through June 2025.
Note: The number of projects for which validated sustainability 
ratings are available is shown in parentheses. The cumulative 
figure for all periods includes GEF-7, which is not shown 
separately due to the limited number of observations.
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FIGURE 3.4  Percentage of projects with M&E 
design/implementation rated in the satisfactory 
range, by GEF period

71% 67%

86%
79%

84%
73%

64% 63%

Through GEF-4
(n = 1,546; 1,457)

GEF-5
(n = 545; 580)

GEF-6
(n = 159; 174)

All periods
(n = 2,262; 2,223)

Design Implementation

Source: GEF IEO Annual Performance Report 2026 data set, 
which includes completed projects for which performance 
ratings were independently validated through June 2025.
Note: The number of projects for which validated sustainability 
ratings are available is shown in parentheses. The cumulative 
figure for all periods includes GEF-7, which is not shown 
separately due to the limited number of observations.

Projects rated in the satisfactory range for imple-
mentation and execution are more likely to achieve 
satisfactory range outcome ratings. Outcome ratings 
are positively correlated with both implementation 
and execution (correlation coefficients of 0.59 and 
0.56, respectively). Terminal evaluations highlight 
that effective implementation facilitates coordina-
tion and ensures timely delivery of outputs, whereas 
weak implementation often results in limited or incom-
plete output achievement. For instance, the Integrated 
Sound Management of Mercury in Indonesia’s Arti-
sanal and Small-scale Gold Mining (GEF ID 9707, 
United Nations Development Programme [UNDP]) 
project was rated highly satisfactory for both outcomes 
and implementation, owing to strong coordination 
and timely execution. In contrast, Scaling up Sustain-
able Land Management and Biodiversity Conservation 
to Reduce Environmental Degradation in Small Scale 
Agriculture in Western Kenya (GEF ID 5272, United 
Nations Environment Programme [UNEP]) received 
unsatisfactory ratings for both outcomes and imple-
mentation, with only 4 of 21 key outputs fully 
delivered and 7 not delivered at all because of weak 
implementation. 

Quality of M&E

There has been substantial improvement in the 
quality of M&E design since GEF-5, while progress 
in implementing M&E plans has been more lim-
ited. M&E ratings assess how well a plan was designed 
and how effectively it was implemented to monitor 
progress and results. For projects approved during 
GEF-4 and earlier, ratings for design and implemen-
tation were similar (figure  3.4). From GEF-5 onward, 
design quality improved significantly, but gains in 
implementation were more modest—indicating that 
strengthening M&E implementation remains a greater 
challenge than improving design. The quality of 
M&E design has improved through stronger empha-
sis on project theories of change, more robust results 

measurement frameworks, the integration of corporate 
results indicators, and a greater focus on M&E during 
project appraisal.

The quality of M&E has improved across most focal 
areas, with the exception of land degradation. Inter-
national waters shows the most significant progress, 
with 88  percent of projects rated in the satisfactory 
range for M&E design in recent periods. Multifocal 
area projects have also improved, but about 23  per-
cent still fall into the unsatisfactory range—similar to 
land degradation, which has not seen an improvement 
in ratings.

For M&E implementation, chemicals and waste leads, 
with 85  percent of projects rated in the satisfactory 
range. In contrast, multifocal area and land degradation 
projects trail behind, with only 71 percent and 65 per-
cent, respectively, rated in the satisfactory range. The 
lower ratings for land degradation are partly linked to 
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implementation in countries with challenging opera-
tional environments.

Regionally, 80 percent of projects in Latin America and 
the Caribbean since GEF-5 are rated in the satisfac-
tory range for M&E design. However, 20 percent fall 
short on implementation. Global projects tend to per-
form better in M&E implementation than design, while 
projects in SIDS have the smallest percentage of satis-
factory range ratings in both categories.

3.2	 PERFORMANCE 
AT THE REGIONAL/
COUNTRY LEVEL
Trends in regional 
performance

The performance of completed projects approved 
from GEF-5 onward varies across regions (figure 3.5). 
Projects in Asia and in Europe and Central Asia gen-
erally outperform those in other regions for key 
criteria such as outcome achievement, sustainabil-
ity, implementation, execution, and M&E design 
and implementation. While projects in Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean performed on par with Asia and 
Europe and Central Asia through GEF-4, their improve-
ment in subsequent replenishment periods has been 
less pronounced. A smaller share of completed proj-
ects in Africa from GEF-5 onward are rated in the 
satisfactory range across most performance indicators. 
Nonetheless, the African portfolio has shown marked 
improvement compared to earlier GEF periods, par-
ticularly in quality of implementation and likelihood of 
sustainability.

Across regions, GEF-funded projects have delivered 
strong environmental outcomes, especially when 
aligned with national priorities. In Africa, 81  per-
cent of GEF-5 to GEF-7 projects were rated in the 
satisfactory range, with notable successes including 

Ethiopia’s Sustainable Land Management Project 2 
(GEF ID 5220, World Bank) and the Community-based 
Climate Risks Management in Chad (GEF ID 8001, 
UNDP) project. Similar alignment was seen in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, where the Conservation 
and Sustainable Use of Biological Diversity in Prior-
ity Landscapes of Oaxaca and Chiapas (GEF ID 9445, 
Conservation International) in Mexico built on legal 
frameworks.

Sustainability remains a common challenge. For 
example, UNDP’s sustainable land management (SLM) 
project in Malawi’s Shire River Basin (GEF ID 3376) 
and an institutional and policy-strengthening effort to 
increase biodiversity conservation in Colombia (GEF 
ID 4111, UNDP) have struggled with limited fund-
ing, barriers to market access, lack of political support, 
and/or weak private sector involvement after proj-
ect closure. Even in regions with stronger institutions, 
as in the Latin America and the Caribbean and Europe 
and Central Asia regions, the financial and institutional 
foundations for sustaining results are often fragile.

M&E weaknesses constrain adaptive manage-
ment, but signs of progress are visible. While M&E 
weaknesses—especially in Africa—have posed 
challenges for adaptive management, ongoing 
improvements indicate positive momentum. M&E 
weaknesses—especially in Africa—further limit adap-
tive management. Projects such as the LDCF-financed 
climate information and early warning systems proj-
ects in Malawi and Uganda (GEF IDs 4994 and 
4993, UNDP) highlight gaps in data collection and 
coordination. In contrast, the Gabon Wildlife and 
Human-Elephant Conflict Management (GEF ID 
9212, World Bank) child project was an example of 
a functioning M&E system, used for regular progress 
reporting. 

Several projects in Asia demonstrate promising M&E 
practices, including the use of information technol-
ogy–based data collection tools, the establishment 
of information-sharing platforms, and the training of 



 Chapter 3. GEF  performance 33

FIGURE 3.5  Projects rated in the satisfactory/likely range, by region
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Source: GEF IEO Annual Performance Report 2026 data set, which includes completed projects for which terminal evaluations were 
independently validated through June 2025.
Note: ECA = Europe and Central Asia; LAC = Latin America and the Caribbean. The number of projects for which validated performance 
ratings are available is shown in parentheses. 
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conservation officials in their application. Examples 
include Vietnam’s Strengthening Partnerships to Pro-
tect Endangered Wildlife (GEF ID 9529, World Bank) 
and Sustainable Development in Poor Rural Areas in 
China (GEF ID 3608, World Bank), although these still 
face financing hurdles. Overall, sustaining and scal-
ing results will require stronger institutional capacity, 
better M&E, and diversified funding strategies across 
all regions.

Interregional performance differences are more 
closely linked to country-level characteristics than 
to geography alone. Countries classified as LDCs or 
as fragile, conflict-affected, and violent (FCV) con-
texts tend to receive lower performance ratings. 
Africa is home to 69 percent of LDCs and 54 percent 
of FCV countries, while Asia hosts 23 percent of LDCs 
and 36 percent of FCV countries (World Bank 2020). 
In contrast, neither LDCs nor FCV countries are pres-
ent in Europe and Central Asia, and there is only one in 
Latin America and the Caribbean (Haiti). Institutional 
constraints common in LDC and FCV contexts—such 
as weak governance, limited fiscal capacity, fragile 
institutions, and heightened vulnerability to shocks—
significantly affect implementation capacity and 
project performance (GEF IEO 2024b).

Evidence from country 
cluster studies2

The GEF’s portfolio in drylands, river basins, and 
island ecosystems highlights the growing impor-
tance of integrated approaches, strong local 
engagement, and cross‑sectoral solutions in 
addressing complex environmental and socio-
economic challenges. These regions are highly 
vulnerable yet offer significant opportunities to 

2 The material in this subsection is drawn from three strate-
gic country cluster evaluations covering drylands, the Lower 
Mekong River Basin, and Pacific SIDS and an independent 
portfolio review of Caribbean SIDS.

demonstrate how sustainable resource management, 
climate resilience, and inclusive governance can deliver 
lasting global environmental benefits. This subsection 
examines the GEF’s contributions in these critical land-
scapes and the pathways being developed to secure 
long‑term resilience and sustainability. 

The GEF’s interventions across drylands, the Lower 
Mekong River Basin, and some SIDS in the Caribbean 
and the Pacific demonstrate increasing relevance to 
regional ecological challenges and national devel-
opment priorities. Over successive replenishment 
periods, programming has shifted from isolated, sec-
toral interventions to integrated, landscape-wide 
approaches. This evolution is exemplified by initiatives 
such as the Dryland Sustainable Landscapes Impact 
Program, the Mekong Integrated Water Resources 
Management framework, and the Pacific R2R (ridge to 
reef) program. These interventions aligned well with 
existing institutional frameworks, including national 
adaptation strategies and regional platforms like the 
Mekong River Commission and the Pacific Commu-
nity. Projects that built on or complemented national 
policies and planning processes—such as biodiversity 
action plans and land use frameworks—were partic-
ularly effective in securing stakeholder alignment and 
institutional traction. A growing focus on cross-sectoral 
integration also helped address complex linkages 
between land, water, climate, and livelihoods, enhanc-
ing strategic coherence and programmatic relevance.

The results achieved across these regions have been 
significant, particularly in environmental terms. In 
drylands, interventions contributed to improved veg-
etation cover, soil health, and water retention, with 
over 250,000 hectares restored in Niger alone. In 
the Lower Mekong, improved watershed and sedi-
ment management helped inform dam operations and 
hydropower planning, while participatory fisheries 
and floodplain management contributed to ecologi-
cal resilience. Pacific SIDS projects recorded localized 
successes in watershed stabilization, marine protected 
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area establishment, and coral reef recovery. However, 
these results were often limited in scale, and many 
interventions lacked mechanisms for broader replica-
tion or ecosystem-level impact. Biodiversity outcomes, 
although identified in planning documents, were 
underreported in several regions because of weak 
baseline data and inconsistent monitoring frameworks.

Sustainability of results varied significantly across 
the evaluated portfolio of projects. The most endur-
ing outcomes were observed in projects that engaged 
deeply with local institutions, customary governance 
structures, and national policy frameworks. For exam-
ple, land tenure commissions and village planning 
committees in drylands and forest co-management in 
Lao PDR contributed to lasting institutional arrange-
ments. Projects that aligned closely with national 
priorities and secured government buy-in were more 
likely to be maintained postproject. Financial sustain-
ability was a widespread weakness. Many initiatives 
continued to rely heavily on external donor funding 
and lacked embedded strategies for long-term domes-
tic resource mobilization. Innovative mechanisms such 
as payments for ecosystem services, green finance, and 
conservation trust funds were introduced in isolated 
cases but remained the exception rather than the rule. 
Additionally, the lack of integration of project monitor-
ing systems into national reporting frameworks often 
limited institutional learning and adaptive manage-
ment beyond the project life cycle.

Despite progress, several persistent challenges 
constrained the impact and scalability of project 
results. A key issue was the failure to systematically 
address trade-offs between environmental protec-
tion and economic development. In drylands, for 
example, income-generating activities occasion-
ally increased pressure on fragile ecosystems—such 
as higher livestock grazing in Uzbekistan. Across all 
regions, project designs were often overambitious 
given institutional capacities, leading to implemen-
tation delays and reduced scope. Interagency and 

intersectoral coordination was weak in many cases, 
particularly between environment, agriculture, and 
infrastructure ministries. Climate resilience, although 
a critical priority in all three regions, was often insuffi-
ciently embedded in project activities, especially in 
Pacific SIDS where exposure to extreme events is high. 
M&E frameworks tended to focus on area-based indi-
cators (e.g., hectares restored), rather than ecological 
quality or social impact, reducing the ability to track 
long-term progress or adapt interventions accordingly.

DRYLANDS

The GEF’s dryland strategy has shown increasing 
relevance over time, transitioning from isolated, 
sector-specific projects in GEF-5 to integrated, 
landscape-wide approaches by GEF-6 and GEF-7. 
Programs such as the Dryland Sustainable Landscapes 
Impact Program and TerrAfrica reflected this shift by 
promoting transboundary collaboration, policy coher-
ence, and cross-sectoral alignment. These efforts 
were generally well attuned to both ecological condi-
tions and national development priorities, particularly 
where projects engaged local institutions and gover-
nance structures. This localized integration enhanced 
the strategic fit of GEF interventions within broader 
environmental and policy frameworks.

Environmental benefits were notable across 
many dryland projects, especially those with 
strong community participation. In Niger, over 
250,000 hectares were restored through succes-
sive GEF-supported initiatives. Projects also led to 
improvements in vegetation cover, reductions in soil 
erosion, and better soil health. Hydrological improve-
ments were evident in degraded catchments across 
regions such as the Lower Mekong and Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Despite these positive developments, the reli-
ance on area-based indicators limited the depth of 
understanding around actual ecological change. Socio-
economic outcomes were most significant where 
interventions were closely tied to governance reform 
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and livelihood strategies. However, many projects 
lacked systematic mechanisms to assess or plan for 
trade-offs between environmental and economic 
goals, which weakened the long-term coherence and 
impact of the results.

Dryland projects supported by the GEF generated 
a range of socioeconomic benefits, particularly in 
communities with strong participation and owner-
ship. Interventions enabled income diversification 
through activities like agroforestry, ecotourism, and the 
harvesting of nontimber forest products. These efforts 
also contributed to improved food security and rural 
employment. Where restoration was closely linked 
to livelihood enhancement, communities were more 
likely to experience sustained and resilient outcomes. 
That said, these benefits were unevenly distributed 
and sometimes resulted in unintended consequences. 
For instance, in Uzbekistan, increased income from 
livestock led to higher grazing pressure on fragile eco-
systems, highlighting the need to carefully balance 
socioeconomic goals with ecological sustainability.

The sustainability of dryland interventions was 
closely tied to their integration with national poli-
cies and the strength of local institutions. Projects 
that built on customary authorities and engaged 
community governance structures—such as those 
in Malawi and Niger—were more likely to deliver 
lasting outcomes. However, several critical factors 
undermined sustainability. Weak land tenure and con-
flict resolution frameworks meant that resource access 
and control were often insecure, reducing incentives 
for long-term stewardship. Postproject financing was 
also a major concern, with most initiatives heavily reli-
ant on external funding. Efforts to adopt financial 
mechanisms such as green bonds or payments for eco-
system services were limited and largely confined to 
pilot activities. Furthermore, many monitoring systems 
focused narrowly on area-based metrics and failed to 
track broader ecological conditions, diminishing their 
utility for adaptive management or long-term planning.

Key implementation challenges were common 
across dryland interventions. One major gap was 
the limited attention to land tenure security—an issue 
addressed explicitly in fewer than one-third of projects 
in the evaluation portfolio, despite its central impor-
tance to sustainable land management. Projects often 
failed to anticipate or manage trade-offs between 
environmental protection and economic develop-
ment, leading to outcomes that were sometimes at 
odds with long-term sustainability. Many interventions 
were overambitious, with project designs that did not 
align with the available institutional capacity, which 
led to implementation delays and reduced effective-
ness. Adaptive management was also constrained by 
limited access to real-time data and weak learning 
systems, preventing timely course correction. Finan-
cial sustainability remained fragile, with few projects 
effectively embedding their activities within national 
development planning or securing long-term funding 
mechanisms.

LOWER MEKONG RIVER BASIN

GEF-supported projects in the Lower Mekong 
demonstrated strong relevance to regional eco-
logical challenges and national development 
priorities. The interventions were well aligned with 
the goals of the Mekong River Commission, provid-
ing a platform for transboundary cooperation and 
shared management of river basin resources. Proj-
ects effectively addressed upstream-downstream 
linkages, sediment dynamics, and hydrological flows, 
reflecting a nuanced understanding of basin-wide 
interdependencies. Their alignment with integrated 
water resource management principles and national 
climate adaptation strategies further enhanced 
their contextual appropriateness. By linking techni-
cal improvements with community engagement and 
regional governance structures, GEF interventions in 
the Lower Mekong responded meaningfully to both 
environmental and sociopolitical realities.
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Environmental outcomes were largely positive 
in the Lower Mekong, particularly in the areas of 
watershed management, erosion control, and 
institutionalization of strategic environmental 
assessments. These tools helped integrate environ-
mental considerations into broader infrastructure 
and hydropower planning. Interventions improved 
the understanding and monitoring of sediment flow 
and hydrological processes, contributing to more 
informed decision-making. However, ecosystem res-
toration results were mixed. Fisheries and wetlands 
rehabilitation showed promise in pilot areas but were 
constrained by commercial pressures and a lack of 
scale-up mechanisms. On the socioeconomic front, 
projects contributed to improved resilience in upland 
and flood-prone areas, and successfully engaged 
women and Indigenous communities in planning 
and implementation. Nevertheless, benefits were 
unevenly distributed across countries and not con-
sistently monitored, making it difficult to assess their 
broader impact.

The sustainability of project outcomes in the Lower 
Mekong region was mixed. On the positive side, sev-
eral interventions were institutionally embedded 
through partnerships with the Mekong River Commis-
sion and national ministries, which enhanced policy 
alignment and formal adoption of technical tools and 
practices. Local ownership was also a strong point in 
projects that worked through community governance 
structures or Indigenous councils, contributing to con-
tinuity and legitimacy beyond the project life cycle. 
However, sustainability was frequently undermined 
by weak postproject financing strategies and an over-
reliance on a small number of technical champions or 
units. In several cases, technical tools—such as sed-
iment analysis models—were adopted during the 
project but not maintained after donor funding ended, 
largely because of insufficient national budget alloca-
tion and capacity.

A number of recurring challenges limited the effec-
tiveness and scalability of GEF interventions in 
the Lower Mekong. Delayed disbursements and 
bureaucratic bottlenecks, particularly in Viet Nam, 
slowed project rollout and reduced momentum. 
National institutions often operated in silos, hindering 
integrated planning across key sectors such as environ-
ment, agriculture, and infrastructure. Project designs 
were frequently overambitious relative to the institu-
tional and technical capacity available at the country 
level, which led to implementation strain and diluted 
impact. Intersectoral coordination remained weak, 
limiting synergies across ministries and sectors. These 
challenges, combined with gaps in monitoring and 
scale-up strategies, constrained the full realization of 
project goals and long-term landscape resilience.

SIDS

The GEF’s engagement with SIDS reflects a 
context-sensitive, systems-based approach tai-
lored to the unique environmental and institutional 
challenges of these nations. Emphasizing inte-
grated, multifocal programming—such as the ridge 
to reef approach and the Implementing Sustain-
able Low and Non-Chemical Development in SIDS 
(ISLANDS) program (GEF ID 10185, UNEP)—the GEF 
has aligned global environmental goals with national 
and regional priorities, notably in biodiversity conser-
vation, climate resilience, and chemicals management. 
Regional partnerships with organizations such as the 
Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Pro-
gramme, the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean 
States, and the Basel Convention Regional Centre for 
Training and Technology Transfer for the Caribbean 
have been instrumental in providing technical sup-
port and fostering knowledge exchange. Increasingly, 
GEF projects in SIDS have aimed to mainstream envi-
ronmental considerations into national planning and 
budgetary frameworks, particularly in sectors such 
as tourism, fisheries, and disaster risk management. 
However, persistent structural constraints—including 



 integration for greater impact: eighth comprehensive evaluation of the gef38

high transaction costs, weak coordination, and lim-
ited national capacity—hamper effective delivery and 
sustainability, raising questions about the long-term 
viability of the current delivery model.

GEF programming in both Pacific and Caribbean 
SIDS has demonstrated strong contextual relevance, 
reflecting the environmental vulnerabilities and 
socioeconomic realities of these regions. In the 
Pacific, integrated approaches like the ridge to reef 
model were tailored to the ecological interdepen-
dence of terrestrial and marine systems and aligned 
with traditional governance structures. Caribbean proj-
ects emphasized marine governance, pollution control, 
and disaster resilience, addressing priorities such as 
coastal degradation and the growing importance of cir-
cular economy models. Both regions benefited from 
regional institutional partnerships and alignment with 
national development strategies, although execution 
was often hindered by limited capacity and frag-
mented governance.

In both regions, GEF projects have supported policy 
reform, institutional development, and local-
ized environmental outcomes. The Pacific R2R 
(GEF ID 5395, UNDP, FAO, and UNEP) program led 
to protected area designations and integration of 
environmental planning into budget systems (as in 
Tonga). In the Caribbean, marine spatial planning 
was advanced in five countries under the Caribbean 
Regional Oceanscape Project (GEF ID 9451, World 
Bank), and the Integrated Transboundary Ridges-to-
Reef Management of the Mesoamerican Reef (GEF ID 
5765, World Wildlife Fund–US) initiative enhanced 
watershed and coastal zone management. While pilot 
successes were evident, many projects in both regions 
struggled to scale impacts or translate frameworks into 
systemic change in the face of weak coordination and 
underutilized resources.

Sustainability remains a shared challenge. In the 
Pacific, initiatives with strong policy integration—such 
as the Niue Ocean Wide Trust—show promise, but 

many projects lacked exit strategies and continued 
funding. In the Caribbean, several projects embed-
ded environmental priorities into legal frameworks 
and piloted innovative finance mechanisms, although 
staff turnover and limited postproject investment 
threatened continuity. Across both regions, weak insti-
tutional capacity and limited domestic financing were 
persistent barriers to sustaining project gains.

Common operational challenges included high 
transaction costs, limited technical expertise, and 
fragmented institutional coordination. In the Pacific 
SIDS, geographic isolation and vulnerability to natu-
ral disasters added significant logistical complexity. 
Caribbean projects, while generally benefiting from 
stronger institutions and infrastructure, still encoun-
tered coordination issues and delays in procurement 
and policy implementation. Regional organizations 
played important supporting roles, but their engage-
ment varied across project cycles and contexts.

While both regions face similar structural con-
straints, key differences influence implementation 
and sustainability. Caribbean SIDS generally ben-
efit from stronger institutional frameworks, better 
connectivity, and more robust infrastructure, all of 
which support higher implementation efficiency. For 
their part, Pacific SIDS face greater geographic and 
logistical barriers that increase costs and complicate 
coordination. Also, Caribbean countries have made 
greater strides in embedding reforms within national 
legal and planning systems, while Pacific projects often 
rely more heavily on regional platforms and exter-
nal support. These contextual distinctions shape the 
enabling environment for project execution and high-
light the need for tailored delivery models that reflect 
regional realities.



 Chapter 3. GEF  performance 39

3.3	 ENHANCING 
ACHIEVEMENT OF 
LONG-TERM IMPACT
The GEF enhances the likelihood of sustaining out-
comes and achieving impact over the long term by 
supporting three critical areas: broader adoption of 
interventions by stakeholders, environmentally coher-
ent national policies, and shifts in stakeholder behavior 
from environmentally harmful to environmentally 
friendly practices. Broader adoption, reinforced by 
behavior change, reflects strong stakeholder own-
ership that drives continued action and expands 
environmental benefits beyond project completion. 
Coherent environmental policies help create synergies 
and reduce trade‑offs with nonenvironmental goals 
that might otherwise undermine system‑level gains. 
By catalyzing replication and scaling of successful inter-
ventions, fostering shifts in societal norms, and aligning 
national and local policies with global environmental 
goals, the GEF helps move individual project results 
toward long‑term transformational change. This sec-
tion reviews the extent to which completed projects 
are achieving broader adoption and examines how 
GEF‑8 projects are being designed to incorporate fea-
tures that support transformational change.

Broader adoption

The GEF’s resources are limited; only through 
large-scale adoption by other actors can the GEF 
achieve transformational change and sustain-
ability. Broader adoption refers to the uptake of 
GEF-supported interventions by stakeholders through 
sustaining, mainstreaming, replication, and scaling 
up—without the use of GEF funds. A review of com-
pleted GEF-6 and GEF-7 projects randomly sampled 
from a pool of 161 projects was conducted to assess the 
extent to which broader adoption was occurring at the 
time of project completion. Six case studies were also 
conducted—in Azerbaijan, Georgia, the Philippines, 

Uruguay, and Zambia—to evaluate postproject 
outcomes.

Fifty-nine  percent of projects achieved some form 
of broader adoption. The most common form was the 
mainstreaming of enabling conditions, such as policy, 
legal, and institutional development (58 percent) and 
individual and institutional capacity building (40 per-
cent). Examples include government adoption of 
national strategies or environmental laws developed 
with GEF support, and the institutionalization of mon-
itoring systems into regular government operations. In 
contrast, broader adoption of technologies, practices, 
and approaches that directly generated environmen-
tal benefits—such as crop rotation or electric vehicle 
use—was reported in only 18 percent of projects. Cli-
mate change and multifocal area projects exhibited the 
highest rates of broader adoption. Compared to older 
cohorts, a greater proportion of more recent projects 
achieved broader adoption at completion, and at a 
larger scale. Table 3.4 provides a detailed comparison. 

The Implementation of SLM Practices to Address Land 
Degradation and Mitigate Effects of Drought (GEF ID 
5767, UNDP) project undertaken in the Philippines has 
been replicated by the city government using its own 
agriculture budget; the provincial government has also 
scaled up SLM efforts. At the national level, SLM has 
been integrated into agricultural programs, prompting 
additional local governments to allocate funding for 
further adoption.

A UNDP-led project in Uruguay provided capac-
ity building for mercury analysis (GEF ID 4998). One 
pilot laboratory institutionalized the initiative by host-
ing biennial training for other countries. Five years 
after project closure, project participants continue to 
engage through an informal learning network spanning 
six Latin American countries.

In Sri Lanka, the Rehabilitation of Degraded Agricul-
tural Lands in the Central Highlands (GEF ID 5677, 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 



 integration for greater impact: eighth comprehensive evaluation of the gef40

Nations [FAO]) project, which transitioned farmer 
field schools online during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
led to increased replication of sustainable agricul-
tural practices, particularly among women and youth. 
Building on this success, the government scaled up the 
model nationwide.

Broader adoption beyond project completion is influ-
enced by alignment with government priorities, 
sustained support, and economic benefits. Initiatives 
aligned with national priorities were more likely to be 
taken up. Government uptake in turn provided con-
tinuity and long-term support through policies and 
budgets. Potential economic benefit was the most 
common motivation for broader adoption cited by dif-
ferent stakeholder groups.

Set up as pilots or demonstration initiatives, Small 
Grants Programme (SGP) projects are designed to 
be replicated, scaled up, or integrated into broader 
frameworks. Common pathways for scaling include 
strong community ownership, capacity building, lead-
ership development, integration into policies and 
institutions, and expansion through partnerships and 
follow-up financing. GEF SGP monitoring reports from 
FY 2020–21 to FY 2023–24 show that 566 completed 
projects (15.2 percent) have been replicated or scaled 
by partners. Since 2020–21, approximately 13 percent 
(470 projects) have influenced policy. These figures 
likely represent conservative estimates, as scaling and 

replication often occur after project completion and 
may be underreported. Table 3.5 provides examples of 
replication and scaling from SGP initiatives in practice.

GEF-supported interventions often serve as a foun-
dation for projects supported by the Green Climate 
Fund (GCF). The GEF’s Annual Performance Report 
2025 found that of 253 projects financed by the GCF 
through June 2024, 17  percent indicate an intent to 
build on GEF projects (GEF IEO forthcoming-s). Con-
sistent with the GCF role of providing financing at 
scale, in two-thirds of these instances (12  percent of 
the total), projects aimed to scale up GEF-supported 
interventions. One GCF program seeks to scale up 
climate adaptation initiatives originally supported 
through the GEF SGP in the Federated States of Micro-
nesia, offering grants of up to $10 million per project. 
The program proposal emphasized that such proj-
ects were not viable for government debt financing 
and that only GCF support could provide funding 
at the necessary scale. Another GCF project builds 
on a pair of World Bank–implemented initiatives—
funded respectively by the GEF Trust Fund and the 
Special Climate Change Fund (SCCF) for a combined 
$8.73  million—in the West Balkans Drina River Basin 
totaling (GEF IDs 5556 and 5723). The GCF project 
aims to upgrade and expand the hydrometric moni-
toring network while scaling up proven solutions and 
technologies developed under the SCCF project, 
among others. 

TABLE 3.4  Broader adoption reported at project completion (% of cohort) 

Broader adoption taking place? OPS6 (n = 568) OPS7 (n = 161) OPS8 (n = 81) a

Yes 55 40 59

At large scale 19 28 47

At local scale 36 12 12

No 45 60 40

Plans present but not yet implemented, or not taking place 43 55 38

Unable to assess 2 5 2

Source: Terminal evaluation reports.
Note: OPS = comprehensive evaluation of the GEF.
a. Completed GEF-6 and GEF-7 projects, 50% random sample.
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The GEF’s structured approach to transforma-
tional change is closely linked to its commitment to 
enabling broader adoption and scaling up of impact-
ful solutions. Since the launch of GEF-6, the GEF has 
taken a more intentional and strategic approach to 
achieving transformational change, aiming to drive sys-
temic shifts in key economic sectors for lasting global 
environmental benefits. This GEF strategy is based 
on four key levers: governance and policy, financial 
leverage, innovation, and multistakeholder dialogue. 
It is thus important to assess how these levers are 
being deployed through GEF projects. The GEF IEO 
introduced a theory of change framework to assess 
transformational interventions supported by the GEF 
(GEF IEO 2018b). This framework identifies relevance, 
ambition and systemic focus, attention to contextual 
conditions and actors, and transformational mecha-
nisms as key project design areas that may contribute 
to transformational change.

The IEO reviewed a sample of 83 full-size GEF‑8 proj-
ects approved and endorsed by the Chief Executive 
Officer (CEO) through December 2024, applying its 
framework for assessing transformational change. The 
review found that nearly all projects are purposefully 

designed to support transformational outcomes 
(figure  3.6). These projects consistently align with 
focal area priorities, define clear system boundaries, 
consider contextual conditions, and outline path-
ways for broader adoption and scale‑up. Most also 
integrate key design features such as knowledge man-
agement, capacity building, stakeholder engagement, 
legal and policy reforms, and the piloting of innovative 
approaches. Notably, 60 percent of the reviewed proj-
ects include innovations or technologies that are new 
to the project area.

Integrated programs demonstrate greater potential 
than stand-alone projects to deliver transformational 
outcomes. This is further discussed in chapter 6.

Policy coherence for 
environmental benefits

The GEF-8 Programming Directions identify “gov-
ernance and policies” as a key lever for system 
transformation (GEF Secretariat 2022a). Consequently, 
in October 2023, the GEF Council approved a strate-
gic roadmap to strengthen policy coherence through 

TABLE 3.5  Examples of pathways to replication and scaling under SGP OP7 (2020–24)

Pathway Illustrative evidence

Scaling through 
national programs

Plant-a-Forest watershed model in Seychelles fed directly into the GEF-6 A Ridge-to-Reef Approach for 
the Integrated Management of Marine, Coastal and Terrestrial Ecosystems in the Seychelles (GEF ID 9431, 
UNDP) project, broadening coverage from one watershed to a national island portfolio 

Market-based 
rollout

Women-led eco-briquette enterprise in South Africa attracted new capital from South African National 
Parks to replicate near Kruger National Park, using SGP funds as seed finance 

Policy dialogue 
platforms

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; the findings were 
translated into formal policy recommendations which helped fine-tune Armenia’s 2019 environmental 
levy and 2022 nationwide plastic bag ban 

Social enterprise 
sustainability 
model

Guatemalan youth organization, trained through the SGP, has implemented regenerative agriculture 
practices based on Mayan ancestral knowledge, thereby empowering local communities to adopt 
sustainable farming methods; an innovative financial model—including small-scale reinvestment of sales, a 
microfund for members, and partnerships with schools and cooperatives—ensures sustainability without 
dependence on donor funding and fosters strong community ownership of climate adaptation initiatives

Sources: SGP 2024a, 2024b; SGP Plastic Free Armenia Behavioral Change and Awareness Raising Campaign web page; UNDP 
Juventud Guatemalteca Lidera La Acción Climática web page.

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
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projects, programs, and corporate activities. A recent 
IEO evaluation looked at policy coherence in terms of 
the alignment between environmental and other public 
policy objectives, or between different environmental 
objectives such as biodiversity and climate change, to 
better achieve global environmental benefits.

Emerging findings from document reviews and 
field-based case studies of completed projects, other 
IEO evaluations, and stakeholder interviews have 
found that while this new focus more deliberately 
introduces initiatives at the program and corporate 
levels, the GEF has historically supported the align-
ment of environmental and nonenvironmental goals 
through policy reform at the project level (GEF IEO 

forthcoming-m). Biodiversity mainstreaming, sustain-
able forest management, land degradation neutrality, 
and integrated water resource management are some 
of the focal area approaches that have worked on 
improving policy coherence as a means to achieve proj-
ect outcomes. Completed projects show contributions 
to increased policy coherence between environmental 
and nonenvironmental sectors, although progress has 
at times been constrained by political, technical, and 
implementation challenges.

Contributions to policy coherence have primarily 
been through multilevel institutional collaboration 
and legal reforms. In a sample of 48 completed GEF-6 
and GEF-7 projects reviewed for policy coherence 

FIGURE 3.6  Percentage of GEF projects addressing transformational change in design
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Source: Project design documents for random sample of 83 GEF-8 full-size projects endorsed by Chief Executive Officer as of 
December 31, 2024.
Note: NGO = nongovernmental organization.
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outcomes,3 39 included activities designed to con-
tribute to such outcomes. Of these, 87  percent 
(34  projects) implemented the planned activities, 
and 46  percent (18 projects) achieved one or more 
tangible intersectoral policy coherence outcomes, con-
firming stakeholder experiences that policy reform 
processes often take longer to complete than the typ-
ical project implementation period.

Projects supported policy coherence in several ways. 
These included integrating agrobiodiversity and sus-
tainability principles into national development plans, 
budget programs, and sectoral policies; formaliz-
ing transboundary agreements; and operationalizing 
data-sharing frameworks among ministries to facilitate 
the development of climate-resilient legislation across 
sectors. National and local policies were harmonized 
by strengthening the capacities of local governance 
structures in areas including participatory forest man-
agement, municipal waste management, and urban 
environmental integration. 

Strong ownership among governments and other 
stakeholders contributed to the effectiveness of 
policy coherence-focused interventions. This own-
ership was attributable in part to project alignment 
with existing priorities and partnerships. On the other 
hand, limited progress was attributed to factors such as 
limited political support, lack of technical capacity, and 
insufficient implementation time relative to the dura-
tion of political and other institutional processes.

Projects from earlier GEF replenishment periods 
demonstrate how GEF interventions have contrib-
uted to policy coherence. In Morocco, the Energy 
Efficiency Codes in Residential Buildings and EE 
Improvement in Commercial and Hospital Buildings 
(GEF ID 2554) project approved under GEF-3 played 
a key role in the development of Energy Efficiency Law 

3 The sample was drawn from the 161 completed GEF-6 and 
GEF-7 projects with terminal evaluations submitted as of 
June 30, 2024.

No. 47-09, which introduced building codes, manda-
tory audits, and environmental impact requirements 
for urban development. It also spurred the launch of a 
national green cities program. In the Western Balkans, 
the Protection and Sustainable Use of the Dinaric Karst 
Aquifer System (GEF ID 3690) project established 
interministerial committees in four countries to har-
monize water policies, contributing to the creation of 
Albania’s Water Resources Management Agency. 

While challenges such as staff turnover and funding 
delays affected progress, GEF-supported tools and 
approaches helped strengthen national policy coher-
ence. The Forest Conservation and Sustainability in the 
Heart of the Colombian Amazon (GEF ID 5560, World 
Bank) project leveraged integrated planning processes 
to embed biodiversity conservation into municipal, 
regional, and sectoral programs in postconflict areas. 
Success was driven by strong government commit-
ment, institutional stability, cross-sectoral champions, 
and a long implementation period of over 10 years.

Several other examples highlight that GEF projects 
did not always achieve policy coherence. In Malawi, 
the Private Public Sector Partnership on Capacity Build-
ing for Sustainable Land Management (GEF ID 3376) 
supported policy development across the forestry, 
charcoal, agriculture, and energy sectors. Conflicting 
maize subsidies and weak enforcement of the charcoal 
strategy made sustainable land management econom-
ically nonviable for farmers, leading to continued land 
and forest degradation. Similarly, Uruguay’s mercury 
management project (GEF ID 4998) contributed to a 
national ban on mercury-containing medical products 
and supplied mercury analysis equipment to the Min-
istry of Public Health, but limited institutional capacity 
hindered full coordination with the environment minis-
try in these initiatives.



 integration for greater impact: eighth comprehensive evaluation of the gef44

Behavior change

Many of the environmental challenges the GEF seeks 
to address are rooted in human behaviors, which can 
be changed through targeted interventions. While 
the GEF has historically aimed to influence behavioral 
drivers of environmental degradation, a 2020 assess-
ment by the Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel 
found that most projects did not explicitly articulate 
how they would promote behavior change leading to 
environmental benefits (Metternicht, Carr, and Staf-
ford Smith 2020). In GEF-8, however, many integrated 
programs have begun to position behavior change as 
a key strategy for achieving large-scale environmental 
impact.

The GEF IEO reviewed 37 completed GEF-6 and 
GEF-7 projects and 21 ongoing GEF-8 projects that 
targeted behavior change. It also conducted six case 
studies in Azerbaijan, Georgia, the Philippines, Uru-
guay, and Zambia to evaluate postproject outcomes. 
Knowledge and skill building in pro-environment prac-
tices emerged as the most frequently used approach to 
behavior change. Across these projects, lack of exper-
tise was identified as the most common barrier. For 
instance, by providing training to small farmers, the 
Conservation and Sustainable Use of Globally Import-
ant Agro-biodiversity (GEF ID 6943, UNDP) project 
in Azerbaijan facilitated a switch to native crops in 
more than triple the number of targeted households, 
consequently restoring more than 1,000 hectares of 
degraded land. 

More recent projects are increasingly addressing 
not only technical knowledge gaps but also stake-
holder needs and institutional barriers to enable 
behavior change. While both completed and ongo-
ing projects often aim to motivate behavior change 
through improved legal frameworks or awareness 
raising, GEF-8 projects show a greater focus on align-
ing interventions with stakeholder needs (38 percent 
versus 14 percent in earlier projects) and strengthening 

institutional capacities (43 percent versus 24 percent). 
In Panama, for example, the Strengthening Ecological 
Connectivity in Natural and Productive Landscapes 
Between the Amistad and Darien Biomes (GEF ID 
11209, UNDP) project aims to curb unsustainable sub-
sistence farming by promoting biodiversity-friendly 
livelihoods through partnerships with value chain 
actors, including civil society and financial institutions.

Behavior change indicators have shown positive 
results. The majority of projects successfully met their 
behavior change targets, with nearly half also achieving 
the associated environmental outcomes. In Turkmen-
istan’s Supporting Climate Resilient Livelihoods in 
Agricultural Communities in Drought-prone Areas 
(GEF ID 6960, UNDP) project, for example, efforts 
to promote climate-resilient agriculture met both 
behavioral targets, with over 3,000 farmers adopt-
ing new practices; and environmental goals, including 
improved irrigation across 20,000 hectares. Other 
targeted behavioral changes include practices such 
as planting native crops, segregating waste, and com-
plying with stricter fishing regulations. Some projects, 
such as those in the climate change focal area, have 
promoted the adoption of technologies like LED light-
ing and renewable energy microgrids; projects in other 
focal areas aim to reduce environmentally harmful 
behaviors such as poaching and mercury use. How-
ever, fewer than half of the projects include explicit 
behavior change indicators.

While awareness raising and training were effec-
tive in catalyzing initial change, sustaining new 
behaviors depended heavily on access to capital, 
perceived cost-benefit advantages, and continued 
institutional support. In Enhancing Resilience of 
Agricultural Sector in Georgia (GEF ID 5147, Interna-
tional Fund for Agricultural Development [IFAD]), pilot 
beneficiaries continued to invest in climate-resilient 
agricultural measures three years after project closure. 
In contrast, those trained but without benefiting from 
material support were less able to implement the full 
suite of practices, resulting in economic losses that 
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hindered further adoption. Similarly, in the Philippines 
SLM project (GEF ID 5767), some farmers replicated 
sustainable practices postproject through continued 
government support. Others continued to practice 
conventional farming given its quicker returns and 
fewer skill requirements—despite the higher risks and 
lower incomes associated with those methods.

These findings suggest that behavior change is critical 
to achieving environmental outcomes, and requires 
supportive conditions to endure. These include avail-
able capital, institutional support and incentives, and 
lower costs of adoption to enable scaling beyond ini-
tial pilot efforts. Projects that integrate these elements 
into their design are more likely to produce lasting and 
replicable environmental benefits.

3.4	 EFFICIENCY IN 
RESOURCE USE
This section reviews administrative and operational 
efficiency, comparing the GEF’s administrative costs 
with those of peer environmental funds. It also exam-
ines operational efficiency across the project cycle, 
focusing on how quickly GEF‑committed resources 
move from approval to disbursement, reach bene-
ficiaries, and support the achievement of intended 
objectives.

Administrative efficiency

The GEF ranks as the most efficient among the ver-
tical climate funds in terms of administrative costs/
expenditure ratios. Administrative costs typically 
account for between about 1  and 18  percent of total 
expenditures across various funds.4 The GEF’s LDCF 
had the lowest administrative cost share at 1 percent,5 

4 World Bank, Financial Intermediary Funds (FIFs) web page.

5 Some of the LDCF administrative costs are shared with the 
GEF Trust Fund administrative costs.

while the GCF recorded the highest at 17.63  percent 
over 2021–23. With an administrative cost-to-expendi-
ture ratio of 3.7 percent, the GEF Trust Fund maintained 
a relatively low overhead compared to several other 
funds, highlighting its operational efficiency. The GEF’s 
disbursement-to-approval ratio is 76 percent compared 
to 31 percent for the GCF and lower ratios for other ver-
tical climate funds (G20 SFWG 2024). Agency fees for 
the GEF are about 9 percent, which is in line with other 
climate funds.

Operational efficiency

Assessing the efficiency of the GEF activity cycle is cru-
cial for understanding how effectively and promptly 
the GEF partnership translates replenishment 
resources into tangible environmental results. Delays 
in the activity cycle can hinder timely achievement of 
results and reduce the overall effectiveness of inter-
ventions. Recognizing this, the GEF Council, the GEF 
Secretariat, and other partners have placed increased 
emphasis on improving cycle efficiency. 

The GEF has sustained—and, in some areas, 
improved—its activity cycle efficiency in GEF-8 com-
pared to previous replenishment periods. Over the 
past four years, notable operational efficiency gains 
have been observed in some stages of the activity 
cycle (table 3.6). Project identification form (PIF) sub-
missions for stand-alone full-size projects continued 
to receive timely approvals, maintaining the efficiency 
gains first observed in GEF-7—some of which were 
initially enabled by pandemic-related shifts to virtual 
workflows. The time from PIF approval to Chief Exec-
utive Officer (CEO) endorsement also improved, 
with approved full-size projects from GEF-8 reach-
ing endorsement in a median of 18 months, compared 
to 23 and 22 months for the GEF-7 and GEF-6 peri-
ods, respectively. Seventy-three  percent of GEF-8 
full-size project approvals met the 18-month thresh-
old for CEO endorsement, which is a substantial 
improvement over GEF-7 and GEF-6, where only 

https://fiftrustee.worldbank.org/en/about/unit/dfi/fiftrustee/funds
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TABLE 3.6  Efficiency of activity cycle: median time taken between steps in months 

Cohort

Medium-size projects Full-size projects

Integrated 
program Other

Stand-
alone Total 

Integrated 
program Other

Stand-
alone Total 

PIF submission to PIF approval: by period of PIF submission

GEF-8 — — — — — — 2 2

GEF-7 — — — — — — 2 2

GEF-6 — — — — — — 9 9

GEF-5 — — — — — — 5 5

PIF approval to CEO endorsement/approval: by period of PIF approval

GEF-8 — — — — 18 17 19 19

GEF-7 — — 13 13 23 22 24 23

GEF-6 — — 14.5 14 20 23 22 22

GEF-5 — — 16 16 — 23 21.5 22

CEO endorsement/approval to project start: by year(s) of CEO endorsement/approval

2022–23 — — 6.5 7 10 9 11 10

2020–21 — 4 6 5 8 4.5 6 6

2016–19 — — 4 4 3.5 6 5 5

2012–15 — — 4 4 — 4 4 4

CEO endorsement/approval to first disbursement: by year(s) of CEO endorsement/approval

2022–23 — — 15.5 16.5 23 17 20 20

2020–21 — 9 9 9 15 10.5 11 11

2016–19 — 13 4 8 6 11 9.5 9.5

2012–15 — — 7.5 7 — 10 9 9

Time taken from project start to completion: by start year(s)

2014–17 — — 59 59 74 82 78 78

2010–13 — 65 55 60.5 — 77 74.5 75

Source: GEF Portal through June 2025.
Note: — = not applicable/not analyzed because of small number of observations.

14 percent and 25 percent, respectively, of approvals 
had met this threshold. In contrast, the transition from 
CEO endorsement to first disbursement has slowed, 
partly because of pandemic-related delays. Projects 
endorsed in 2022–23 disbursed funds in a median of 
20 months, compared to 9- and 11-month medians for 
GEF-7 and GEF-6, respectively. In terms of implemen-
tation, full-size projects take about 75–78 months from 
start to completion, and medium-size projects take 
about 60 months.

Different project modalities differ in preparation 
time and time taken to reach key implementation 
milestones. For example, while recent child projects 
approved under integrated programs require a similar 
amount of preparation time as those prepared under 
other programs and stand-alone projects, they have 
taken longer to reach first disbursement. Notably, the 
implementation duration for child projects under inte-
grated programs has been somewhat shorter than that 
of child projects in other programs and stand-alone 
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projects. Medium-size projects typically have shorter 
preparation and implementation durations than 
full-size projects.

Multiple financing windows add complexity for 
countries and Agencies. The GEF has five competitive 
windows using GEF Trust Fund resources: the Blended 
Finance Program, the Inclusive GEF Assembly Chal-
lenge Program, the Innovation Window, the SGP Civil 
Society Organization (CSO) Challenge Program (GEF 
ID 11757, IUCN), and the System for Transparent Allo-
cation of Resources (STAR) Competitive Window for 
Policy Coherence. In addition, the Global Biodiversity 
Framework Fund represents a new funding source with 
its own selection process, as do some components of 
the Gustavo Fonseca Youth Conservation Leadership 
Program. The LDCF and the SCCF have a compet-
itive window as well: the Challenge Program for 
Adaptation Innovation. CSOs and community-based 
organizations now have multiple entry points to access 
GEF resources, including the SGP through FAO and 
Conservation International (in addition to UNDP); 
the SGP CSO Challenge Program; the SGP Microf-
inance Initiative (GEF ID 11903, World Bank), which 
provides support through microfinance institutions; 
and the Inclusive Conservation Initiative, launched in 
GEF-7. These various windows have their own process-
ing timelines and procedures, adding to complexity for 
countries as well as Agencies.

3.5	 SUMMARY
The GEF continues to perform strongly, with more than 
80 percent of completed projects rated in the satisfac-
tory range for outcomes and over 80 percent rated in 
this range for quality of implementation and execution. 
These results reflect a mature institution capable of 
delivering consistent project-level success. However, 
impact assessments paint a less encouraging picture: 
only 59  percent of projects demonstrated broader 
adoption, and sustainability was rated likely in nearly 
two-thirds of projects. These findings are broadly con-
sistent with those reported by other international 
organizations. Challenges with broader adoption 
and sustainability, compounded by underinvestment 
in environmental public goods, create a disconnect: 
despite strong project-level performance, systemic 
impact remains limited. To translate high project suc-
cess rates into durable environmental gains at scale, 
the GEF must sharpen its catalytic role—mobilizing 
cofinancing, strengthening policy coherence, crowd-
ing in partners for delivery and learning, and fostering 
innovation that can be replicated and scaled. Greater 
emphasis is also needed on sustainability—ensuring 
the environmental, financial, and institutional viability 
of achievements beyond the life of GEF support. 
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chapter 4

Socioeconomic 
co‑benefits

T here is growing recognition that environmen-
tal protection is more effective and sustainable 
when it delivers tangible improvements in 

the lives of affected communities, especially the most 
vulnerable. As the GEF deepens its commitment to 
transformational change, enhancing and understand-
ing these socioeconomic outcomes of its projects 
has become an important priority. Addressing global 
challenges such as biodiversity loss, climate change, 
land degradation, and pollution requires integrated 
approaches that reflect the socioeconomic realities in 
which these issues unfold. 

As used in this chapter, “socioeconomic co-benefits” 
refers to the additional positive outcomes of environ-
mental interventions that go beyond their primary 
ecological goals. These may include improved liveli-
hoods and incomes, better health and food security, 
employment opportunities, gender equality, market 
development, and enhanced access to services and 
capacities.

While the pursuit of co-benefits is not new to the GEF, 
there has been a recent strategic shift toward more 
systematically identifying, tracking, and leveraging 
these outcomes across the portfolio. The GEF has pro-
vided long-standing support for community-based 
initiatives, inclusive approaches, and the Small Grants 
Programme (SGP), all of which aim at socioeconomic 
benefits. The GEF-8 Programming Directions formalize 
this emphasis by promoting integrated solutions that 
address both environmental degradation and social 
vulnerability (GEF Secretariat 2022a).

Historically, GEF-funded projects have given limited 
attention to monitoring and assessing co-benefits 
during design and implementation. As a result, there 
is a risk that the full scope of results and impacts may 
be overlooked or undervalued by donors and partners. 
Tracking socioeconomic co-benefits is essential for 
project managers and stakeholders, as it helps identify 
which benefits are emerging, the constraints limiting 
their realization, and the distribution of these benefits 
across different groups. To address this gap, the GEF 
recently presented a paper to the Council on moni-
toring co-benefits (GEF 2024c), outlining a broader 
set of tools and approaches for assessing these out-
comes. If systematically applied by lead and executing 
agencies, these tools could improve the measurement 
of co-benefits and offer a more comprehensive pic-
ture of the developmental impacts of GEF-funded 
interventions.

This chapter draws on a dedicated study by the GEF 
IEO to examine how socioeconomic co-benefits are 
being realized in practice, despite gaps in system-
atic monitoring (GEF IEO forthcoming-q). Using a 
novel methodology relying on geospatial analysis, the 
evaluation reviewed how GEF-funded projects have 
contributed to socioeconomic outcomes across a port-
folio of 111 projects across 11 countries. To validate and 
contextualize the geospatial findings, the evaluation 
incorporated evidence from other IEO evaluations 
under GEF-8—including findings from strategic coun-
try cluster evaluations in drylands, the Lower Mekong 
region, and small island developing states (SIDS) in 
the Pacific and Caribbean—and conducted in-depth 
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conservation. However, the projects’ consideration 
of co-benefits was limited in scope and detail at the 
design stage. 

	l Projects with socioeconomic development as the 
primary entry point, with environmental ben-
efits integrated as complementary objectives. 
This approach is more commonly observed in proj-
ects led by international financial institutions such as 
the World Bank and the African Development Bank. 
An illustrative example is the African Develop-
ment Bank–led project Building Resilience for Food 
Security and Nutrition in Chad’s Rural Communi-
ties (GEF ID 9050). The theme of food security was 
central to its rationale and the design linked envi-
ronmental objectives such as restoring degraded 
lands and protecting biodiversity to improved local 
food production. The theory of change empha-
sized small-scale irrigation, crop diversification, and 
the establishment of cereal banks. Another exam-
ple is the Sustainable Productive Landscapes (GEF 
ID 9555) project in Mexico, implemented by the 
World Bank. This project prioritized rural develop-
ment, including support for agricultural production 
and small and medium enterprises, while also 
addressing biodiversity conservation and the sus-
tainable management of forests and soils.

Building on this dual-entry approach, where envi-
ronmental and socioeconomic objectives are 
intentionally interlinked, GEF projects increasingly 
incorporate at least one socioeconomic co-benefit 
for marginalized groups, with women being the 
most frequently targeted. According to a recent 
IEO evaluation on inclusion, 70  percent of 111 com-
pleted projects and 79  percent of ongoing projects 
planned capacity-building activities specifically for 
women, making it the most consistently reported 
co-benefit (GEF IEO forthcoming-b). Other common 
co-benefits included civic empowerment and eco-
nomic empowerment. In contrast, fewer projects 
explicitly targeted Indigenous Peoples, local com-
munities, or youth. Youth did, nonetheless, receive 

case studies in Chad, Mexico, and Nepal, covering 33 
projects in total. These case studies enriched the anal-
ysis by providing qualitative insights from stakeholders, 
project sites, and communities. Together, these 
sources provide the evidence base for the chapter.

4.1	 SOCIOECONOMIC 
CO-BENEFITS IN 
PROJECT DESIGN
Starting in GEF-5, GEF-funded projects began plac-
ing greater emphasis on socioeconomic co-benefits, 
reflecting the GEF’s strategic shift toward integrat-
ing environmental and development goals. Project 
documents show growing recognition that address-
ing environmental degradation is more effective when 
aligned with local socioeconomic priorities. Although 
most projects considered socioeconomic co-benefits 
in their design, their relative emphasis depended on 
the project’s focus, which in turn tended to depend 
on the lead GEF Agency. It is useful to distinguish 
between two main project focuses:

	l Projects primarily focused on environmental con-
servation, with secondary or complementary 
socioeconomic co-benefits. These are typically 
implemented by United Nations entities, inter-
national nongovernmental organizations, or 
conservation organizations. The Conflict to Coex-
istence (GEF ID 11156) project in Mexico, led by 
the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), exemplifies this 
approach. Another example is the Restoring Eco-
logical Corridors in the Mayo-Kebbi Quest, Chad, 
to Support Multiple Land and Forests Benefits 
(RECONNECT; GEF ID 9417), led by the Interna-
tional Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 
built on earlier initiatives in forestry and the man-
agement of agro-sylvo-pastoral systems, with the 
aim of reducing greenhouse gas emissions and pro-
tecting wildlife migration corridors. In both cases, 
project designs acknowledged the importance 
of co-benefits as incentives for natural resource 
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notable support for capacity building (38  percent of 
completed and 32  percent of ongoing projects) and 
economic empowerment (14 percent and 26 percent, 
respectively). Some projects also generated unin-
tended co-benefits for marginalized groups, such as 
increased health awareness among women, as docu-
mented in the terminal evaluation of a United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) project in Uzbeki-
stan, Reducing Pressures on Natural Resources from 
Competing Land Use in Non-irrigated Arid Moun-
tain, Semi-desert and Desert Landscapes (GEF 
ID 4600). While a range of other co-benefits—includ-
ing improved services, public health, governance, 
and resilience—were also reported, they appeared in 
fewer than one-quarter of projects. Notably, the share 
of planned co-benefits that were fully implemented 
was similar for both completed and ongoing projects, 
suggesting consistent follow-through on social inclu-
sion objectives once they are incorporated into design.

There is significant scope to strengthen project 
design by clearly articulating the pathways through 
which socioeconomic co-benefits are expected 
to be achieved. In many cases—particularly in 
conservation-focused projects—theories of change 
did not explicitly identify the mechanisms through 
which co-benefits would be realized. The connections 
between environmental interventions and socio-
economic outcomes were often assumed rather than 
clearly defined in these projects, with limited detail on 
how project activities would lead to outcomes such as 
improved market access, enterprise development, or 
diversified livelihoods.

A second area requiring greater attention in proj-
ect design is the identification and mitigation of 
potential adverse socioeconomic impacts from envi-
ronmental conservation measures. Among the 33 
projects reviewed through case studies, only about 
10  percent explicitly assessed these risks and iden-
tified mitigation measures. While environmental 
protection is widely recognized as beneficial at 
the societal level, it can impose short-term costs on 

individuals, households, and communities—such as 
restricted access to forests, fisheries, or other natural 
resources. Although the GEF Policy on Environmen-
tal and Social Safeguards (GEF 2018b) provides a 
framework for addressing such risks, its effective 
implementation depends on robust analysis and the 
incorporation of specific design features to mitigate 
negative socioeconomic effects.

4.2	 CO-BENEFIT 
OUTCOMES
Building on the analysis of project design, evidence 
from country case studies, focal area evaluations, 
and portfolio reviews shows that GEF-funded proj-
ects have generated a wide variety of socioeconomic 
co-benefits, where environmental and development 
outcomes reinforce each other. These co-benefits 
are diverse, with the most frequently observed 
being gains in human capital and social capital, fol-
lowed by economic and financial benefits (figure 4.1). 
The following discussion begins with human capital 
co-benefits, which often have the most immediate and 
visible impacts on local livelihoods and resilience.

Human capital co-benefits

Human capital development emerged as one of the 
most consistently observed co-benefits across the 
portfolio, as confirmed by the evaluation and recent 
IEO assessments. Several projects focused on strength-
ening local knowledge, skills and decision-making 
capacities, particularly in climate risk management 
and environmental stewardship. For example, the 
UNDP-implemented Community-Based Climate Risk 
Management project in Chad (GEF ID 8001) used local 
radio networks to disseminate weather information in 
local languages, offering guidance on optimal timing for 
sowing, fertilization, and other agricultural practices. As 
a result, farmers became more aware of climate-related 
risks, such as crop losses from flooding during the rainy 
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season, and adjusted their cropping calendars and prac-
tices accordingly.

GEF-funded interventions have contributed to the 
development of specific technical skills among local 
communities, particularly in sustainable agricul-
ture and environmentally friendly land management 
practices. These skills have supported both environ-
mental objectives and improved livelihood outcomes. 
In Mexico, the World Bank’s Sustainable Productive 
Landscapes project enabled local farmers to adopt 
low-chemical crop management techniques through 
hands-on training in the production of organic inputs. 
With support from local universities and agricultural 
extension centers, farmers learned to prepare compost, 
bokashi, vermiculture systems, and organic fertilizers.

In Chad, the Enhancing the Resilience of the Agricul-
tural Ecosystems (GEF ID 5376, International Fund for 
Agricultural Development) project used the farmer 
field school approach to test and disseminate inte-
grated soil fertility management techniques. These 
included the use of animal manure and the application 
of a biological herbicide to reduce chemical inputs. 
A similar focus on technical skill development was 
seen in Nepal, where the WWF-led Integrated Land-
scape Management (GEF ID 9437) project promoted 

sustainable land management practices aligned with 
biodiversity conservation and community resilience.

GEF-supported initiatives have also highlighted the 
benefits of integrating traditional knowledge with 
modern technological tools to strengthen environ-
mental monitoring and management. In the Sierra 
Norte region of Oaxaca, Mexico, the UNDP-led SGP 
facilitated a collaboration between Indigenous com-
munities and local university institutes (box 4.1). 
Through this partnership, community-based stu-
dents applied modern monitoring tools to track 
natural resources and wildlife, fostering intergenera-
tional knowledge exchange and strengthening youth 
engagement in sustainable resource management at 
the local level.

Social capital co-benefits

Social capital enhancement emerged as a nota-
ble co-benefit of GEF-funded projects, with two key 
dimensions: 

	l Strengthening intra-community cohesion and 
improving local governance of natural resources, 
particularly through community-based approaches

FIGURE 4.1  Main categories of co-benefits and examples

HUMAN CAPITAL  
CO-BENEFITS

SOCIAL CAPITAL  
CO-BENEFITS

ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL 
CO-BENEFITS

l	 Better technical skills and 
knowledge on natural resource 
management and climate adaptation

l	 Improvement of health conditions
l	 Improved household nutrition 

status

	l Strengthened grassroots 
governance of natural resource 
management

	l Better access to local 
governments, service providers, 
and research and training 
centers

l	 Increased income from existing sources
l	 Income diversification from new sources 

of revenue and creation of new jobs
l	 Improved agricultural/livestock 

productivity
l	 Better access to markets/value chains
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BOX 4.1  Matching traditional knowledge 
and information technology for natural 
resource conservation in Mexico

In Capulalpán de Méndez (Sierra Norte of the state 
of Oaxaca) the GEF’s Small Grants Programme (SGP) 
worked with a federation of Indigenous organizations, 
the Unión de Comunidades Productoras Foresta-
les Zapotecas y Chinantecas de La Sierra Juárez. The 
union covers a very large area, 23,890  hect-
ares, of which 5,097  hectares is dedicated to forest 
management. 

The SGP supported a collaboration between the 
union and the Department of Computer Science of 
the Universidad de la 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 communi-
ties with updated technological skills, while allowing 
traditional community maps to be matched with sci-
entific data and indicators, tracking the results of 
natural resource management and the effects of cli-
mate 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 
distinct opportunities:

	l A fresh lens through which to view the local natu-
ral resource 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 (tradi-
tionally dominated by elder males), be recognized 
for their new skills, and receive their support to 
experiment with new activities.

	l Building and reinforcing relationships with external 
stakeholders, including neighboring communities, 
local governments, universities, technical agencies, 
and public programs.

Community-based approaches played a pivotal 
role in strengthening social capital.1 Notably, they 
anchored project activities within existing grassroots 
structures such as resource management commit-
tees, conservation groups, and village councils. By 
working through these local institutions, projects 
fostered ownership, empowered community par-
ticipation, and enhanced governance. For example, 
Chad’s RECONNECT project revitalized traditional 
grassroots organizations, empowering them to partic-
ipate in decision-making processes related to natural 
resource management and advocate for local devel-
opment priorities. In Mexico, Indigenous communities 
involved in the Conservation and Sustainable Use 
of Biological Diversity in Priority Landscapes of 
Oaxaca and Chiapas (GEF ID 9445, Conservation 
International) project strengthened governance 
capacities that enabled them to achieve sustainable 
forest management certification, register areas vol-
untarily designated for conservation, and engage 
in participatory land use planning. Similarly, project 
documentation for Lao PDR’s Effective Governance 
for Small-Scale Rural Infrastructure and Disaster Pre-
paredness in a Changing Climate (GEF ID 4554, 
UNDP) project indicates that efforts focused on rais-
ing community awareness about the importance of 
maintaining water infrastructure was achieved through 
active engagement with village committees.

In Botswana, the Using SLM [Sustainable Land Man-
agement] to Improve the Integrity of the Makgadikgadi 
Ecosystem and to Secure the Livelihoods of Range-
land Dependent Communities (GEF ID 5789, UNDP) 
project worked directly with livestock associations 

1 Community-based approaches are discussed further in 
chapter 7. 
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improved hygiene, and the enabling of more home 
gardening.

GEF interventions also supported income diversi-
fication by promoting new livelihood options. In 
Mexico, initiatives included artisanal handicraft pro-
duction using forest wood waste (under the SGP) and 
ecotourism development in areas such as the Chaca-
hua lagoons, as part of the sustainable landscapes 
project led by Conservation International (GEF ID 
9445). In Viet Nam, the Sustainable Management 
of Peatland Ecosystems in Mekong Countries (GEF 
ID 9232, IUCN) project facilitated tourism-related 
income opportunities—many led by women—by high-
lighting the global ecological significance of the site. 
The associated national park now sustains its opera-
tions through a combination of government support 
and self-generated revenue from entrance fees and 
tour packages. In the Arab Republic of Egypt, the 
Protect Human Health and the Environment from 
Unintentional Releases of POPs [persistent organic 
pollutants] Originating from Incineration and Open 
Burning of Health Care and Electronic Waste (GEF ID 
4392, UNDP) is generating new business opportuni-
ties and employment, including the formalization of 
previously informal waste collectors. 

Many projects have achieved notable improve-
ments in agricultural production and diversification, 
particularly in recent GEF cycles, creating opportuni-
ties to further strengthen support for market access 
and integration into value chains. This is especially 
true in conservation-focused projects where these 
were not primary objectives. In Chad, for example, 
the evaluation of an agricultural ecosystems proj-
ect found that farm productivity had increased, but 
weak market linkages constrained the sustainability of 
income gains. Similarly, in Mexico, Conservation Inter-
national’s sustainable landscapes project provided 
technical assistance to ecotourism enterprises but did 
not extend comparable support to coffee coopera-
tives to strengthen their marketing strategies, limiting 
opportunities for broader economic impact. 

and community trusts, helping to build their capac-
ity and supporting them in accessing external funds 
from the National Environment Fund and local mining 
companies. Similarly in Tanzania, the Enhancing the 
Forest Nature Reserves Network for Biodiversity Con-
servation in Tanzania (GEF ID 5034, UNDP) project 
facilitated commercial joint ventures between the pri-
vate sector, the Tanzania Forest Services Agency, and 
local communities in large-scale tourism enterprises.

Economic and financial 
co-benefits

Economic co-benefits from GEF-funded projects 
were observed primarily through two pathways: 
(1)  increases in agricultural productivity and income, 
and (2) diversification into new income streams and 
employment opportunities. 

Several GEF projects reported measurable improve-
ments in agricultural output and cost efficiency. 
In Mexico, the adoption of biofertilizers led to a rise 
in maize yields from 0.8 to 1.2 tons per hectare, a 
48  percent reduction in tomato production costs, 
and a doubling of carrot yields. In Chad, improved 
beekeeping practices enhanced both the quantity 
and quality of honey production, enabling produc-
ers to command prices approximately 40  percent 
higher. In Côte d’Ivoire’s Obsolete Pesticides Man-
agement Project (GEF ID 5362, World Bank), training 
in pesticide management contributed to reduced 
crop production costs. In Cambodia’s Promoting 
Climate-Resilient Water Management and Agricultural 
Practices (GEF ID 3404, UNDP) project, local commu-
nities saw their income double, from around $25 per 
month to $50–$100 per month after the project. This 
gain was achieved through diversified farming activ-
ities (multiple crops, double cropping, cash crops, 
animal husbandry) and access to clean water through 
water ponds, irrigation, and solar water pumping tech-
nologies. Further indirect financial benefits of the 
project included reduced time spent collecting water, 
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for potential location inaccuracies and data aggrega-
tion errors. Across all models, the analysis revealed a 
statistically significant positive association between 
the presence of GEF activities and increased house-
hold wealth. This is illustrated by all bars falling to the 
right of zero on the x-axis, indicating consistent posi-
tive percentage changes in wealth across project areas. 
The findings are robust and suggest that GEF inter-
ventions are associated with tangible socioeconomic 
improvements.

Some challenges and 
adverse impacts

While many GEF-funded projects generated pos-
itive co-benefits, some also led to unintended 
adverse impacts. In Chad, the establishment of 
ecological corridors restricted farming activi-
ties for some households, and unresolved land use 
conflicts between farmers and pastoralists occasion-
ally gave rise to social tensions. In Nepal, growing 

To further discern and assess the economic co-benefits 
engendered by GEF projects, the IEO employed an 
innovative analytic framework that combined geospa-
tial analysis with quantitative data from demographic, 
economic, and health surveys in areas where GEF 
projects were implemented. The geospatial analysis 
covered 111 projects across 11 countries—Bangladesh, 
Botswana, Cambodia, Chad, Costa Rica, Ecuador, 
India, Lao PDR, Mexico, Nepal, and Viet Nam—span-
ning GEF-4 to GEF-8. Projects and countries were 
selected based on the availability of Global Posi-
tioning System (GPS) coordinates and compatible 
socioeconomic survey data from international sources; 
together, the projects accounted for total GEF financ-
ing of $533 million. 

Geographic information system (GIS) data were 
matched with household and health surveys in Chad, 
India, Mexico, and Nepal to examine the relation-
ship between GEF-funded activities and household 
wealth (figure  4.2). To assess this relationship, mul-
tiple econometric models were applied to account 

FIGURE 4.2  Positive correlation between GEF activities and household assets
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wildlife populations within protected areas resulted 
in increased crop depredation and human-wildlife 
conflicts, posing risks to both local livelihoods and 
community safety. 

Findings from the Lower Mekong, drylands, and 
Pacific and Caribbean SIDS country cluster evalua-
tions confirm and further illustrate the advantages 
and challenges of GEF‑supported projects in deliv-
ering socioeconomic co‑benefits. These co-benefits 
included alternative livelihoods, gender equity, 

Indigenous participation, traditional resource stew-
ardship, and youth engagement, which strengthened 
community resilience, promoted social inclusion, and 
created new income opportunities. At the same time, 
the evaluations highlight challenges and limitations: 
many benefits remained localized, pathways for scal-
ing were weak due to limited market linkages and 
enabling conditions, and monitoring gaps—such as 
missing baseline data and standardized indicators—
constrained the ability to track and compare long‑term 
outcomes (box 4.2).

BOX 4.2  Socioeconomic co-benefits in country clusters

In the Lower Mekong region, GEF-supported proj-
ects delivered notable socioeconomic co‑benefits by 
supporting alternative livelihoods, advancing gender 
equity, and fostering Indigenous participation. In the 
upland areas of Lao PDR and northeastern Cambodia, 
smallholder farmers adopted agroecological practices 
such as agroforestry and contour planting, improving pro-
ductivity while reducing land degradation. Women’s 
cooperatives and participatory land use mapping led by 
Indigenous groups strengthened equity and local empow-
erment, while community‑based coastal protection 
initiatives, including mangrove planting, created jobs and 
delivered vital ecosystem services. Projects supporting 
ecotourism and handicraft development generated addi-
tional income streams for rural households. However, 
these benefits tended to remain localized and lacked clear 
pathways for scaling up, constrained by weak market link-
ages and growing commercial pressures on land and water 
resources. Furthermore, socioeconomic evidence was 
often anecdotal, with limited baseline data and monitor-
ing frameworks reducing the ability to quantify or track 
long‑term impacts.

Dryland projects supported by the GEF generated a 
range of socioeconomic benefits, particularly in com-
munities with strong participation and ownership. 

Interventions enabled income diversification through 
activities like agroforestry, ecotourism, and the harvest-
ing of nontimber forest products. These efforts also 
contributed to improved food security and rural employ-
ment. Where restoration was closely linked to livelihood 
enhancement, communities were more likely to experi-
ence sustained and resilient outcomes. That said, these 
benefits were unevenly distributed and sometimes 
resulted in unintended consequences. For instance, in 
Uzbekistan, increased income from livestock led to higher 
grazing pressure on fragile ecosystems, highlighting the 
need to carefully balance socioeconomic goals with eco-
logical sustainability.

In the Pacific and Caribbean SIDS, GEF-supported proj-
ects generated community-level co‑benefits including 
improved food security, job creation, and strengthened 
resilience. Pacific initiatives emphasized traditional prac-
tices and community stewardship through activities 
such as mangrove restoration and agroforestry; Carib-
bean projects promoted sustainable fisheries and youth 
engagement programs such as Tide Turners. However, 
the absence of standardized indicators and baseline 
data limited the ability to systematically measure or com-
pare long‑term socioeconomic outcomes across the two 
regions.
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4.3	 SUSTAINABILITY 
OF CO-BENEFITS 
While there is evidence that GEF-funded proj-
ects generated socioeconomic co-benefits, these 
were often at an early stage and geographically lim-
ited at the time of completion. Continued support 
and consolidation were required for these benefits to 
scale and be sustained over the long term. Sustaining 
socioeconomic co-benefits is particularly important, as 
doing so can enhance the durability of environmental 
outcomes. Case studies and country cluster evalua-
tions highlight that the sustainability of co-benefits 
was influenced by a combination of factors, including 
local ownership, market viability, supportive policy and 
institutional frameworks, effective project cycle man-
agement, and the integration of community-based 
approaches. Evidence shows substantial postproject 
community engagement, but underscores the per-
sistent challenge of maintaining these benefits without 
external support. 

Projects that adopted community-based approaches 
demonstrated stronger potential for sustaining both 
socioeconomic and environmental benefits beyond 
project closure. In Chad, grassroots organizations 
supported by the RECONNECT and agricultural eco-
systems projects maintained a strong commitment to 
continuing conservation and livelihood activities, build-
ing on preexisting local initiatives that were revitalized 
through project support. In Mexico’s Sierra Norte, 
Indigenous communities sustained and expanded 
eco-friendly enterprises rooted in long-standing tra-
ditions of sustainable forest management. Similarly, 
in Indonesia, the Citarum Watershed Management 
and Biodiversity Conservation Project (GEF ID 3279, 
Asian Development Bank) achieved lasting outcomes 
as project-initiated activities became embedded in 
community practices. Community members reported 
continued—sometimes voluntary—support for the pro-
tection of nearby areas, driven by increased awareness 
fostered during project implementation.

By contrast, sustainability was weakened where 
projects established organizations lacking local 
legitimacy or where interventions remained heav-
ily reliant on external funding. In Nepal, several 
community-based initiatives faced an uncertain future 
after project completion due to the absence of clear 
legal mandates and long-term financial mechanisms.

The sustainability of socioeconomic co-benefits 
from GEF-funded projects is strongly influenced 
by their alignment with policy and institutional 
frameworks. Several GEF-funded projects facilitated 
integration with existing policies. Examples include 
the application of established legal norms to regis-
ter community-based protected areas in Mexico and 
the integration of natural resource management into 
cantonal development plans in Chad. In Nepal, col-
laboration with national parks, forestry authorities, and 
local governments produced mixed results in terms of 
sustainability. While national parks and forestry agen-
cies often operated through top-down bureaucratic 
structures, the continuation of support for project 
interventions largely depended on the willingness of 
higher-level authorities to internalize and sustain them. 
In contrast, local governments, with their own budget-
ary authority, demonstrated greater potential to fund 
and maintain selected interventions beyond the proj-
ect cycle.

Economic sustainability remained a persistent chal-
lenge across GEF-funded projects. While many 
initiatives achieved initial success in diversifying liveli-
hoods, sustaining enterprise profitability and securing 
integration into formal markets often proved difficult. 
In Mexico, ecotourism cooperatives expanded their 
range of services but lacked adequate financial mon-
itoring systems and struggled with the volatility of 
niche markets. In Chad, honey producers achieved 
improvements in yield and product quality, but 
remained disconnected from formal market channels, 
hindered by limited capacity for branding and packag-
ing. In Indonesia, the Strategic Planning and Action to 
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Strengthen Climate Resilience of Rural Communities in 
Nusa Tenggara Timur Province (GEF ID 4340, UNDP) 
project failed to establish adequate market access, lim-
iting the long-term viability of its economic activities.

Sustainability of outcomes—both environmen-
tal and socioeconomic—was often undermined by 
the limited duration of project support and the lack 
of clearly defined responsibilities for country port-
folio management. Most projects did not include a 
consolidation or exit strategy to ensure continuity of 
results postcompletion. Improved sustainability could 
have been achieved through better coordination and 
sequencing—both between successive GEF-funded 
projects and between GEF initiatives and with those 
supported by other international agencies or national 
programs—to facilitate scaling up. However, field 
assessments revealed no clear responsibility for lead-
ing such coordination at the country level. The division 
of roles between GEF Agencies and national partners 
remained ambiguous. Moreover, operational focal 
points did not receive consistent guidance, and their 
office capacity was uneven.

The factors affecting the sustainability of socio-
economic co-benefits—such as short project duration, 
limited follow-up mechanisms, weak institutional own-
ership, and inadequate coordination—mirror those 
observed in the sustainability of environmental out-
comes. Just as environmental gains often depend on 
long-term engagement, local capacity, and integra-
tion with national systems, socioeconomic benefits 
require similar conditions to endure and scale. This 
underscores the interconnectedness of environmen-
tal and development objectives, and the importance of 
addressing systemic constraints that affect both. 

4.4	 SUMMARY 
GEF-funded projects frequently generate important 
socioeconomic co-benefits alongside environmen-
tal results, particularly through strengthened human 
and social capital. These co-benefits include enhanced 
skills, improved local governance, diversified live-
lihoods, and greater community resilience. Such 
co-benefits are not secondary—they are central to 
building ownership, sustaining environmental gains, 
and unlocking pathways for systemic change. 

Persistent challenges exist. Many benefits remain local-
ized, market access and value chain integration are 
limited, and sustainability often depends on continued 
external support. Weak monitoring systems and short 
project timelines further constrain the ability to track 
and scale these outcomes. As a result, co-benefits too 
often stop short of broader adoption and transforma-
tional impact.

Looking ahead, leveraging co-benefits more strate-
gically is critical for the GEF’s catalytic role. Greater 
selectivity will also be required—focusing resources 
where co-benefits can be scaled, embedded in market 
systems, and reinforced by strong policy and insti-
tutional linkages. By doing so, the GEF can amplify 
results well beyond individual projects and ensure that 
socioeconomic co-benefits drive scaling and transfor-
mational change.
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chapter 5

Focal area 
performance

T his chapter presents an analysis of perfor-
mance and key findings across the GEF focal 
areas, drawing on evidence from GEF-8 

evaluations of the climate change mitigation, inter-
national waters, and chemicals and waste portfolios, 
alongside multiple evaluations covering biodiversity, 
climate change adaptation, and land degradation. 
The assessment focuses on strategic alignment, rele-
vance, performance, and sustainability, using portfolio 
data from the GEF Portal and performance ratings from 
IEO-validated terminal evaluations through June 
2024.

The chapter also examines how the GEF’s focal 
areas have evolved from GEF-5 to GEF-8, reflect-
ing a shift toward integrated, cross-sectoral, and 
systems-level approaches. It highlights core interven-
tions such as conservation, restoration, sustainable 
use, climate-resilient agriculture, and waste manage-
ment. The chapter concludes with an overview of the 
multifocal area portfolio and findings from a recent 
evaluation of nature-based solutions (NbS)—interven-
tions that cut across multiple focal areas.

5.1	 BIODIVERSITY
These findings are primarily informed by IEO eval-
uations on sustainable forest management (SFM), 
the Global Wildlife Program, community-based 
approaches, and the GEF’s response to COVID-19 
(GEF IEO 2022e, forthcoming-n, 2024a, 2022a).

Portfolio and evolution 
since GEF-5

In the biodiversity focal area, the GEF has progres-
sively shifted from traditional conservation efforts 
toward a more integrated, area-based approach to 
address the growing complexity of biodiversity loss. 
The evolution of its biodiversity strategy demonstrates 
a shift from isolated interventions to more holistic, 
cross-sectoral efforts. During GEF-5, the focus was on 
strengthening protected area systems, mainstreaming 
biodiversity into productive landscapes, and support-
ing biosafety and access to genetic resources. GEF-6 
expanded on this approach by emphasizing the inte-
gration of biodiversity and ecosystem services into 
broader development and financial planning. Build-
ing on these foundations, GEF-7 further advanced 
the strategy through integrated and impact programs 
that aimed to address the underlying drivers of bio-
diversity loss through support for policy reforms and 
mainstreaming across sectors to achieve broad, sys-
temic change. 

GEF-8 builds on past strategies by expanding its 
focus beyond biodiversity conservation and sus-
tainable use to include the restoration of globally 
important ecosystems. Key shifts in GEF-8 include 
a greater emphasis on integrated landscape and sea-
scape management through area-based approaches, 
coupled with efforts to mobilize domestic resources 
for biodiversity conservation. The strategy emphasizes 
cross-sectoral, nature-positive economic development 
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by integrating biodiversity actions into key sectors 
while deepening engagement with Indigenous Peo-
ples and local communities (IPLCs), civil society, and 
the private sector. The introduction of 11 integrated 
programs (discussed in chapter 6) aims to address the 
underlying drivers of biodiversity loss with more coor-
dinated and comprehensive action. GEF-9 will offer 
an opportunity to align with the implementation of 
the post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework Fund 
(GBFF), enhancing synergies between the two funds 
through biodiversity focal area investments and pro-
gramming designed to contribute to the framework’s 
implementation. 

The biodiversity portfolio represents the larg-
est focal area within the GEF, both in terms of the 
number of projects and volume of GEF financing. 
Since the pilot phase, the focal area has financed 2,309 
biodiversity-related projects and allocated $7.9  bil-
lion of financing from the GEF Trust Fund (table  5.1). 
Biodiversity projects accounted for 37  percent of 
total GEF projects in GEF-5, increasing to 48  per-
cent in GEF-8; the share of biodiversity financing also 
increased—from 29  to 37  percent—over the same 
period. Regionally, while allocations have fluctuated 
over time, the Latin America and the Caribbean region 

has received the largest share of biodiversity funding, 
closely followed by Africa. Among the GEF Agencies, 
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
accounts for the largest share of financing in the biodi-
versity portfolio, although its share has almost halved 
from 50 percent before GEF-5 to 27 percent in GEF-8.

Cofinancing remains a persistent challenge. Focus-
ing on the GEF Trust Fund, the biodiversity focal area 
has recorded the lowest cofinancing ratios across all 
focal areas since GEF-6. The recent IEO Evaluation of 
Cofinancing in the GEF highlights that many biodiver-
sity projects do not generate revenue streams that can 
attract more cofinanciers, contributing to the consis-
tently lower cofinancing levels (GEF IEO 2025a). 

Main areas of intervention

GEF-funded biodiversity interventions focus on three 
main priority areas:

	l Conservation, restoration, and sustainable use 
remain central. Interventions include the creation 
and effective management of terrestrial and marine 
protected areas, wildlife conservation (e.g., the 

TABLE 5.1  Overview of GEF Trust Fund biodiversity portfolio

GEF period

Approved projectsa GEF financingb
Cofinancing ratio 

at approvalcNumber Percent of total Million $ Percent of total

Through GEF-4 1,071 41 3,201 35 2.7

GEF-5 352 37 1,049 29 4.1

GEF-6 302 44 1,034 32 4.7

GEF-7 329 45 1,225 34 5.2

GEF-8 254 48 1,435 37 4.0

Total 2,309 42 7,943 34 3.4

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
a. Includes multifocal area projects; excludes dropped and canceled projects without a first disbursement. Integrated programming set-
asides for GEF-6 and GEF-7 were prorated according to the programming directions of each replenishment period.
b. Includes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees. Integrated programming set-asides for GEF-6 and GEF-7 were 
prorated according to the programming directions of each replenishment period. 
c. Excludes multitrust fund and multifocal area projects; GEF financing excludes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees.
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Global Wildlife Program), and the combat against 
illegal wildlife trade. Efforts also focus on integrat-
ing biodiversity into productive sectors—such as 
agriculture, forestry, fisheries, and tourism—and 
restoring degraded landscapes and ecosystems to 
sustain vital ecosystem services. 

	l Biosafety and access and benefit sharing are 
supported through the implementation of 
the Nagoya and Cartagena Protocols. Activi-
ties include species conservation, developing 
national biosafety frameworks, institutional capac-
ity building, and managing alien species through 
prevention, detection, and eradication measures. 
The Nagoya Protocol supports the development 
of national systems for the regulated use and ben-
efit sharing of genetic resources and piloting their 
implementation.

	l Biodiversity-related financial mechanisms are 
promoted to support natural capital accounting 
and ecosystem service valuation. These efforts aim 
to inform policy decisions, guide investment, and 
ensure more equitable and effective biodiversity 
outcomes. 

Cross-cutting interventions enhance impact by pro-
moting ecosystem-based approaches, SFM, and 
NbS for biodiversity conservation, climate change 
adaptation, and disaster risk reduction. The GEF 
also supports biodiversity-based livelihoods, particu-
larly for IPLCs, the development of green enterprises, 
and policy and institutional reforms. Additional 
efforts include strengthening biodiversity monitor-
ing systems, supporting knowledge management, and 
aligning national biodiversity strategies and finance 
plans with the Global Biodiversity Framework.

Relevance

GEF biodiversity interventions show strong alignment 
with the objectives of the Convention on Biologi-
cal Diversity and national biodiversity strategies and 

targets, supporting the integration of conservation 
priorities into national policy frameworks and helping 
countries meet their global biodiversity commitments. 

The GEF’s biodiversity interventions are aligned 
with integrated approaches. These interventions 
are grounded in integrated landscape and seascape 
approaches that address the interconnected eco-
logical, social, and economic drivers of biodiversity 
loss. Through its integrated programming, the GEF 
supports cross-sectoral action in areas such as food sys-
tems, urban development, and infrastructure, targeting 
the root causes of environmental degradation. Policy 
integration is further advanced through enabling activ-
ities such as national biodiversity strategies and action 
plans, helping countries embed biodiversity priori-
ties into national planning frameworks. Additionally, 
the GEF promotes inclusive, multistakeholder engage-
ment—emphasizing the leadership of IPLCs—as 
essential to achieving equitable and lasting conserva-
tion outcomes.

Performance and 
effectiveness

GEF biodiversity projects have strong perfor-
mance ratings for outcomes, less so for sustainability 
(figure  5.1). Biodiversity project outcome ratings are 
consistently strong (83  percent across all periods) 
and have steadily improved across GEF replenish-
ment periods since GEF-4. However, these projects 
continue to underperform in key areas such as sustain-
ability and monitoring and evaluation (M&E) design 
and implementation. While the overall proportion of 
projects rated as likely to be sustainable remains rel-
atively low at 59  percent, this proportion has risen 
significantly to 74  percent in GEF-6. Similarly, ratings 
for M&E design and implementation have shown prog-
ress over time, though both remain below 70 percent 
across the GEF replenishment periods.
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GEF biodiversity projects have delivered effective 
conservation results despite a range of implemen-
tation challenges. These projects have achieved such 
outcomes as habitat protection, species conserva-
tion, and reduced deforestation. However, progress 
has often been hindered by bureaucratic delays and 
capacity constraints, further compounded by dis-
ruptions caused by COVID-19. Further, the absence 
of standardized indicators and data gaps limit adap-
tive management. In addition, weak law enforcement, 
shifting government priorities, and difficulties in 

securing cofinancing have affected overall implemen-
tation efficiency.

For example, the Hwange-Sanyati Biological Corri-
dor Project (GEF ID 4645, World Bank) significantly 
improved land use and natural resource management 
among corridor managers and local communities, 
directly benefiting approximately 20,000 people. 
Notable interventions—including the installation of 
creosote-treated gum pole barriers and the use of 
chili guns—effectively reduced human-elephant con-
flict, with incidents dropping from 100 to just nine per 

FIGURE 5.1  Biodiversity: percentage of projects rated in the satisfactory/likely range
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Source: GEF IEO Annual Performance Report 2026 data set, which includes completed projects for which performance ratings were 
independently validated through June 2025.
Note: The number of projects for which validated outcome ratings are available is shown in parentheses. The cumulative figure for all 
periods includes GEF-7, which is not shown separately due to the limited number of observations.
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year. Despite these achievements, the project faced 
implementation challenges. Delays in government dis-
bursements disrupted time-sensitive activities such as 
fire management, while the sustainability of alternative 
livelihoods remained uncertain due to weak market 
linkages and vulnerability to theft or vandalism of com-
munity assets.

GEF biodiversity interventions have delivered socio-
economic co-benefits through various initiatives 
that support local livelihoods and increased income 
through ecotourism, sustainable harvesting, and the 
development of value-added products. Evaluations 
indicate that many projects have supported capac-
ity building and the formalization of community roles 
in biodiversity management (box 5.1). However, the 
COVID-19 pandemic exposed the vulnerability of 
overreliance on nature-based tourism and a protected 
area-based economy, underscoring the need for more 
diversified and resilient income sources (box 5.2).

Despite intentions for inclusive design, implemen-
tation often falls short in ensuring equitable benefit 
sharing and meaningful IPLC participation. Findings 
from IEO evaluations reveal persistent challenges: insuf-
ficient financial inclusion, weak support for securing land 
and resource rights, and a lack of Indigenous Peoples’ 
plans in several biodiversity projects. Large-scale SFM 
projects, while designed to be inclusive, often provide 
limited oversight and direct engagement with margin-
alized groups during execution. These gaps reduce the 
effectiveness and equity of interventions, highlighting 
the importance of strengthening safeguards, account-
ability, and inclusive governance mechanisms.

Sustainability

Sustainability is hindered by gaps in governance, 
funding, and institutional capacity. The sustainabil-
ity of biodiversity interventions has been low across 
the portfolio. Evidence from biodiversity-related eval-
uations indicates that weak governance, administrative 

and procedural delays, inadequate institutional and 
technical capacity, and political instability undermine 
sustainability. In some cases, the absence of secure 
tenure and rights, fragile contexts, or the shifting of 
government priorities away from biodiversity have 
further eroded the long-term viability. Even where 

BOX 5.1  Involving Indigenous communities

The GEF-supported Innovative Use of a Voluntary 
Payment for Environmental Services project (GEF ID 
5668, World Bank) in Paraguay was restructured in 
October 2020 to strategically engage and empower 
Indigenous communities. The Ministry of Environ-
ment and Sustainable Development revised the 
environmental services regime requirements and 
waived registration fees, enabling largely forested 
lands of the Guarani Ñandeva, Ayoreo, and Yshir peo-
ples to participate in conservation incentives. From 
the outset, project leaders developed a free, prior, 
and informed consent (FPIC) protocol in partner-
ship with the Federation for the Self-Determination 
of Indigenous Peoples and reactivated an interinstitu-
tional working group with the Paraguayan Indigenous 
Institute to guide land use certification. Indigenous 
representatives were consulted on every aspect of the 
work plan, with their culture, governance structures, 
and land rights respected throughout. As a result of 
this inclusive approach, the project certified 116,993 
hectares of land, exceeding the initial target of 20,940 
hectares, and traded 58,140 hectares under the Envi-
ronmental Services Regime. By integrating payment 
for ecosystem services schemes, households earned 
income from reforestation and conservation activi-
ties that funded wells, water pumps, and skills training, 
with special attention to women and other vulnera-
ble groups. While the project faced challenges such 
as aligning public-bidding criteria for certificate pur-
chases and safeguarding traditional uses of nontimber 
forest products, the project’s continuous learning pro-
cess and close collaboration with Indigenous partners 
created a durable model of forest stewardship that 
delivers both biodiversity and livelihood benefits.
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BOX 5.2  Effects of COVID-19 on economic activities around Global Wildlife Program protected areas

Nature-based tourism and related economic activ-
ities are common features of many GEF-supported 
protected areas, often concentrated around park sites. 
The COVID-19 pandemic and associated travel restric-
tions brought these activities to a standstill, significantly 
affecting local economies. To assess the economic disrup-
tion, the IEO used pre- and postpandemic nighttime light 
data as a proxy indicator for changes in economic activity 
(GEF IEO 2022a). The analysis revealed that 75 percent 
of 8,427 protected areas across Africa experienced a 
decline in light intensity—suggesting reduced economic 
activity—regardless of country or International Union 
for Conservation of Nature protected area category. 
This trend was evident even in well-known destinations, 

highlighting the widespread impact of the pandemic on 
tourism-dependent regions.

A focused analysis of 40 protected areas under the Global 
Partnership on Wildlife Conservation and Crime Pre-
vention for Sustainable Development program (GEF ID 
9071) further confirmed these findings, showing reduced 
light intensity in the Serengeti and Kruger National Parks. 
These declines illustrated the far-reaching consequences 
of the pandemic on income generation, park operations, 
and conservation programs. A key recommendation from 
this analysis was to manage risks and develop contingency 
plans that anticipate and address disruptions from pan-
demics, natural disasters, and other large-scale crises.

FIGURE B5.2.1  Serengeti and Kruger National Parks nighttime light data at different observation times

Serengeti National Park
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Kruger National Park
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Note: Satellite images (panel a) show surrounding tourist lodges, camp settlements, and markets around the two parks. 
Nighttime light data for these same sites before (panel b) and after (panel c) the intervention, indicate that the locations have 
undergone a decrease in the light intensity of −11 percent for Serengeti National Park, and −22 percent for Kruger National Park. 
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scientific expertise or favorable policies exist, the lack 
of integration into national budgets and insufficient 
financial continuity pose risks to maintaining results 
beyond project life spans.

Technological and institutional innovations have 
played a key role in enhancing the sustainability of 
biodiversity conservation in GEF-supported projects. 
Tools such as GPS tracking, drones, AI, forensic DNA 
analysis, and satellite systems have been used to address 
illegal wildlife trade, human-wildlife conflict, and defor-
estation. Platforms like eCITES, SMART, and W-MIS 
have strengthened data collection and enforcement 
in countries including South Africa, Thailand, Mozam-
bique, and Ethiopia. GEF-supported projects have also 
contributed to forest monitoring systems through the 
use of satellite data. To promote sustainability, many of 
these technologies have been embedded in national 
planning and monitoring frameworks. In parallel, insti-
tutional innovations—such as the creation of national 
wildlife enforcement units and improved coordination 
among enforcement agencies—have improved biodi-
versity governance. The Thailand and Viet Nam cases 
show how aligning institutional reforms with technology 
can enhance conservation outcomes in the long term. 

5.2	 CLIMATE CHANGE 
ADAPTATION 
Key sources of evidence include the evaluations on 
drylands countries, climate information and early 
warning systems (CIEWS), and the Least Developed 
Countries Fund/Special Climate Change Fund (LDCF/
SCCF) annual evaluation reports for 2023–25 (GEF 
IEO 2024f, 2025b, 2024e, 2025c, forthcoming-u).

Portfolio and evolution 
since GEF-5

The LDCF/SCCF portfolio has transitioned from 
focusing on targeted vulnerability reduction to 

embracing integrated, system-level adaptation. 
Interventions under GEF-5 and earlier periods con-
centrated on reducing vulnerability and increasing 
adaptive capacity. Since GEF-6, programming has 
shifted toward addressing the systemic drivers of cli-
mate risk, aligning more closely with national planning 
and institutional frameworks. GEF-7 emphasized inno-
vation and private sector engagement, while GEF-8 
introduced transformational adaptation and systems 
resilience as core concepts (GEF 2022b).

Recent projects have adopted a catalytic approach, 
leveraging external finance and partnerships. 
Whereas earlier efforts were primarily pilot initiatives, 
GEF-7 and GEF-8 projects increasingly aim to mobi-
lize additional investments from the Green Climate 
Fund and other multilateral or bilateral sources. This 
approach aligns with the strategic focus on scaling up 
finance and delivering broader impacts.

Data on the portfolio on climate change adapta-
tion show a decline in financing between GEF-5 and 
GEF-6, followed by a partial recovery from GEF-7 
(table  5.2). The number of projects approved has 
declined, while the ratio of expected cofinancing has 
remained stable. UNDP has historically played a lead-
ing role in the adaptation portfolio, but in GEF-8, 
international financial institutions—particularly the 
World Bank—have taken on a larger share of program-
ming. Africa has received by far the largest share of 
financing, which has further increased under GEF-8.

Main areas of intervention

The adaptation portfolio has advanced beyond con-
ventional classification frameworks, evolving into 
more sophisticated and integrated programming. 
Interventions now span five main thematic areas and 
incorporate a combination of hard infrastructure, soft 
measures, capacity building, technology transfer, and 
ecosystem-based approaches to comprehensively 
address systemic climate vulnerabilities. These climate 
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change adaptation efforts can be broadly categorized 
into five main groups:

	l Agriculture. Agricultural interventions have 
evolved significantly, progressing beyond basic 
crop adaptation to integrate agroecological trans-
formation approaches, climate-resilient varieties, 
aquaculture systems, digital agricultural tools, and 
social protection mechanisms such as crop insur-
ance pilots. 

	l CIEWS. These investments emphasize meteoro-
logical infrastructure modernization and weather 
station networks. 

	l Water resource management. Water interventions 
consistently emphasize integrated approaches, 
incorporating rainwater harvesting, efficient irri-
gation technologies, and hydrological modeling 
systems. 

	l Coastal and marine management. Key interven-
tions include integrated coastal zone management, 
fisheries adaptation, marine protected area estab-
lishment, and blue economy initiatives. 

	l Climate-resilient infrastructure. Investments in 
public infrastructure aim to reduce climate-related 
risks in critical sectors.

Relevance 

GEF adaptation interventions under the LDCF/
SCCF remain aligned with guidance from the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) Conference of the Parties (COP) and the 
objectives of the Paris Agreement. As financial mech-
anisms of these agreements, the LDCF and SCCF 
have responded to evolving COP priorities, par-
ticularly those highlighted at COP27, COP28, and 
COP29. COP decisions emphasized improving access 
to finance for least developed countries (LDCs) 
and small island developing states (SIDS), support-
ing gender-responsive and locally led adaptation, 
advancing national adaptation plans, and enhancing 
coherence among climate funds. In response, GEF-8 
programming has prioritized country ownership, 
institutional capacity building, and regional collabora-
tion through multicountry initiatives and workshops. 
At COP29, Parties requested the GEF to strengthen 
coherence across funds, streamline access for eligible 
countries, and deepen engagement with national and 
regional institutions in underserved regions. While 
approaches have evolved, the climate change adap-
tation portfolio continues to reflect the priorities and 
guidance set forth by the COP and the Paris Agree-
ment, Paris Agreement, and the LDCF/SCCF also have 

TABLE 5.2  Overview of LDCF/SCCF climate change adaptation portfolio

GEF period

Approved projectsa GEF financingb
Cofinancing ratio 

at approvalcNumber Percent of total Million $ Percent of total

Through GEF-4 112 4 252 3 3.7

GEF-5 173 18 992 27 5.4

GEF-6 52 8 344 11 4.4

GEF-7 91 13 520 14 4.5

GEF-8 81 15 662 17 5.6

Total 509 9 2,770 12 5.0

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
a. Includes multifocal area projects; excludes dropped and canceled projects without a first disbursement.
b. Includes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees. 
c. Excludes multitrust fund and multifocal area projects; GEF financing excludes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees.



 integration for greater impact: eighth comprehensive evaluation of the gef66

aimed to prioritize the needs of individual countries 
and communities.

Over time, GEF-funded adaptation has evolved to 
include both upstream investments in climate data 
and services and downstream actions that enhance 
preparedness and response. The IEO’s CIEWS evalu-
ation (GEF IEO 2025b) found that most interventions 
have been implemented at the local level (39 percent), 
focusing on livelihood resilience, ecosystem-based 
adaptation, and early warning systems. National-level 
interventions (33  percent) have strengthened cli-
mate governance and policy integration. State and 
regional-level efforts (20  percent) have enabled 
transboundary cooperation, promoting coordinated 
climate risk management. Multicountry interventions 
(7 percent) have supported regional collaboration on 
shared climate challenges such as desertification and 
extreme weather events.

Performance and 
effectiveness

Data available for completed projects show different 
trends in outcome achievement and sustainability. 
The percentage of completed projects assessed as 
moderately satisfactory or higher for outcome achieve-
ment increased from 81 percent under GEF-1 to GEF-4 
cumulatively to 82 percent under GEF-5 and 90 per-
cent under GEF-6 (figure 5.2)—although in the latter 
period, the number of projects observed is smaller. 
The percentage of projects assessed at comple-
tion as moderately likely or above for sustainability 
dropped from 71 percent under GEF-1 to GEF-4 cumu-
latively to 53  percent under GEF-5 and increased 
only slightly to 56  percent under GEF-6—again, 
with a smaller number of observations. The quality of 
implementation and execution and M&E design and 
implementation show improving rating trends. Box 5.3 
presents examples of more and less effective projects 
and selected explanatory factors.

The CIEWS evaluation found that LDCF/SCCF inter-
ventions have significantly contributed to improving 
climate information systems, enhancing institutional 
capacity, and integrating adaptation measures into 
national policies. Investments in modernized mete-
orological infrastructure and expanded automated 
weather stations have contributed to a 30 to 50 per-
cent increase in forecasting accuracy in target regions, 
enabling earlier disaster response. Early warning 
coverage reached over 60 percent of vulnerable pop-
ulations in LDCs, correlating with reduced fatalities 
during cyclones and floods. In a UNDP-implemented 
project on strengthening CIEWS in Cambodia 
(GEF ID 5318), 15 automated weather stations were 
installed, improving flood forecasting accuracy by 
50 percent and reaching 1.2 million people. Regional 
projects, such as Climate Change Adaptation in the 
Eastern Caribbean Fisheries Sector (GEF ID 5667, 
FAO), improved storm surge alerts, contributing to a 
60 percent reduction in disaster-related fatalities. 

The key achievements in agricultural adaptation 
included increased adoption of drought-tolerant 
crops and expanded extension services, which 
improved food security in vulnerable regions. 
Reduced postharvest losses were also noted through 
storage innovations and enhanced market access, 
though scaling pest surveillance systems remained 
challenging. Several country examples illustrate 
these impacts. In Niger and Burkina Faso, projects 
led by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO) on farmer field schools trained 
over 15,000 farmers in drought-tolerant techniques, 
boosting yields by 25 to 40 percent. In Malawi’s Cli-
mate Proofing Local Development Gains in Rural and 
Urban Areas of Machinga and Mangochi Districts 
(GEF ID 4797, UNDP), postharvest innovations such 
as improved grain storage systems reduced losses by 
30 percent. 

Integrated water resource management dominated 
interventions, emphasizing rainwater harvesting, 
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drip irrigation, and hydrological modeling. The 
2023 and 2025 LDCF/SCCF annual evaluation reports 
underscore improved water access in drought-prone 
regions (GEF IEO 2024c, forthcoming-u), with proj-
ects in Sub-Saharan Africa and SIDS enhancing 
agricultural yields through efficient irrigation. Policy 
reforms enabled equitable water allocation, reduc-
ing conflicts in transboundary basins. However, 
maintenance of water infrastructure and long-term 
financing gaps were recurring challenges. In Strength-
ening Capacities of Rural Aqueduct Associations to 
Address Climate Change Risks in Water Stressed 

Communities of Northern Costa Rica (GEF ID 6945, 
UNDP), drip irrigation increased water efficiency by 
40  percent. Uganda’s Building Resilience to Climate 
Change in the Water and Sanitation Sector (GEF ID 
5204, African Development Bank) project introduced 
gender-inclusive sanitation infrastructure, boosting 
girls’ school enrollment by 20 percent, but faced pro-
curement delays that slowed implementation.

The integration of climate change adaptation into 
broader development planning has shown mixed 
results. While some projects have successfully 

FIGURE 5.2  Climate change adaptation: percentage of projects rated in the satisfactory/likely range
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 integration for greater impact: eighth comprehensive evaluation of the gef68

multistakeholder partnerships, extending their impacts 
beyond initial funding cycles. The LDCF/SCCF annual 
evaluation reports for 2023 and 2025 highlight that 
adaptation projects have often laid the groundwork 
for scaling up investments from other climate funds, 
national governments, and the private sector, enhanc-
ing their overall effectiveness.

Successful innovations within the LDCF/SCCF port-
folios have emerged mainly in information-sharing 
platforms and data usage. Risk and vulnera-
bility platforms have improved links between 
beneficiaries and policymakers, with the SCCF port-
folio for non-LDCs showing higher innovation rates. 
Notable examples include the Southeastern Europe 
and Caucasus Catastrophe Risk Insurance Facility (GEF 
ID 4515, World Bank) and Costa Rica’s rural aqueduct 
associations project (GEF ID 6945, UNDP), which 
successfully implemented low-maintenance sensor 
systems for water monitoring. Additionally, the inte-
gration of social networks and messaging platforms has 
enhanced communication with local communities.

A major gap remains between innovative planning 
and implementation. While 22 percent of evaluated 
CIEWS projects included innovative features at the 
design stage, only 5 percent successfully implemented 
them by project completion. Innovation also varies by 
sector. Remote sensing and mobile technologies show 
promise in climate-smart agriculture, early warning 
systems, and ecosystem-based adaptation, but chal-
lenges to scaling persist. These include weak private 
sector partnerships, limited technical capacity, and 
inadequate funding. The 2025 LDCF/SCCF annual 
evaluation report notes that pilots often lack scaling 
pathways, and coordination with research institutions 
remains underdeveloped.

Sustainability

The sustainability of GEF-funded adaptation inter-
ventions has remained a challenge. The LDCF/SCCF 

BOX 5.3  Examples of more and less 
effective projects in climate change 
adaptation

Enhancing Sustainability and Climate Resilience of 
Forest and Agricultural Landscape and Community 
Livelihoods in Bhutan (GEF ID 9199, UNDP)

	l Outcome rating: Highly satisfactory

	l Sustainability: Likely across financial, institutional, 
sociopolitical, and environmental dimensions

	l Cofinancing: $42.6  million in cofinancing con-
firmed, with strong government engagement

	l Community participation: Regular consul-
tations led to local ownership, especially in 
human-wildlife conflict mitigation and agroecolog-
ical interventions

	l Institutional uptake: Integrated into the 12th 
National Plan (2018–23) and National Key Result 
Areas, with links to Bhutan for Life for sustainable 
finance

Building Shoreline Resilience to Protect Local Com-
munities and Their Livelihoods in Timor-Leste (GEF 
ID 5671, UNDP)

	l Outcome rating: Moderately unsatisfactory

	l Sustainability: Unlikely, no clear postproject main-
tenance or budget allocation

	l Implementation gaps: Many mangrove plant-
ing efforts and livelihoods deemed unsustainable; 
three of four ecotourism projects abandoned

	l Planning and coordination issues: Strategies and 
plans not formally adopted by government and 
showed weak alignment with broader national 
systems

mainstreamed climate resilience, others have remained 
confined to their respective sectors. Despite this 
inconsistency, a key strength of GEF adaptation inter-
ventions has been their catalytic effect. Projects 
have effectively mobilized cofinancing and fostered 



 Chapter 5. F ocal area performance 69

annual evaluation reports for 2023, 2024, and 2025 
highlight that sustainability is particularly fragile in 
LDCs and SIDS because of financial constraints, institu-
tional capacity gaps, and sociopolitical instability.

A persistent challenge has been the lack of 
long-term financial mechanisms to sustain proj-
ect benefits beyond initial funding. Many climate 
change adaptation interventions rely heavily on donor 
support, and while some projects have successfully lev-
eraged cofinancing, securing ongoing resources for 
maintenance, capacity building, and scaling remains 
difficult. Furthermore, institutional ownership and 
policy integration have been inconsistent across proj-
ects. Another key factor affecting sustainability is the 
implementation of exit strategies and follow-up com-
mitments. Projects that incorporated clear transition 
plans, including capacity-building efforts, private 
sector engagement, and local community involvement, 
had better sustainability prospects. 

5.3	 CLIMATE CHANGE 
MITIGATION
Key sources of evidence include the Evaluation of the 
GEF Climate Change Mitigation Focal Area and the 
Evaluation of the Sustainable Cities Program (GEF IEO 
forthcoming-f, forthcoming-r).

Portfolio and evolution 
since GEF-5

The GEF climate change mitigation portfolio has expe-
rienced a marked decline in programming since GEF-5. 
Over the past two decades, the emergence of sev-
eral multilateral climate funds dedicated to large-scale 
mitigation investments has shifted the global funding 
landscape. As support from these other sources has 
grown, the GEF’s role in climate change mitigation has 
correspondingly diminished. 

Over time, the GEF climate change mitigation 
portfolio has shifted away from stand-alone proj-
ects toward more programmatic and integrated 
approaches. In GEF-5, only 5  percent of climate 
change mitigation financing was delivered through 
programmatic modalities, rising to 36 percent in GEF-7 
and provisionally reaching 58  percent in GEF-8. Ini-
tially, GEF-5 focused on sector-specific interventions 
such as technology deployment, urban transport, and 
land use. GEF-6 marked a turning point with the launch 
of the Sustainable Cities Integrated Approach Pilot, 
which deepened the programmatic approach and 
emphasized integration to address cross-sectoral and 
multiscale challenges.

This evolution has expanded opportunities for gener-
ating synergies across focal areas, engaging the private 
sector, and leveraging innovative financing mecha-
nisms. GEF-8 has continued this trajectory, placing a 
strong emphasis on integrated programs and enabling 
activities that support systemic mitigation strategies, 
rather than funding large-scale emissions reduction 
projects directly.

Since GEF-5, the climate change mitigation portfolio 
has experienced a sharp decline in financial alloca-
tions, number of projects, and expected cofinancing 
ratios (table 5.3). Despite this overall reduction, Asia, 
Latin America and the Caribbean, and Africa continue 
to receive the largest shares of mitigation financing. 
The World Bank, previously the leading agency for 
climate change mitigation under the GEF, has seen 
a notable decrease in its share of funding. Currently, 
the primary recipient agencies for climate change 
mitigation projects are UNDP, the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP), and FAO.

The GEF-8 approach to climate change mitigation 
builds on GEF-7, with a strong emphasis on rapid 
decarbonization, coherence across mitigation efforts, 
and enhanced private sector engagement, in align-
ment with the 2020 Private Sector Engagement 
Strategy. It focuses on driving a transformational shift 
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toward net-zero greenhouse gas emissions and foster-
ing climate-resilient development pathways:

The GEF-8 climate change mitigation strategy is built 
around two main pillars:

	l Mitigation with systemic impacts. This pillar 
emphasizes innovation, technology transfer, and 
enabling policies to drive transformational action. It 
targets efficient energy and material use, decarbon-
ization of power systems through renewable energy 
and storage, scaling up zero-emission mobility, and 
advancing NbS with high mitigation potential.

	l Enabling conditions for mainstreaming mitiga-
tion. This pillar focuses on integrating mitigation 
into broader development strategies by strength-
ening capacity for transparency under the Paris 
Agreement and supporting convention obligations 
and enabling activities, including the enhanced 
transparency framework.

Relevance

The GEF’s climate change mitigation strategy has 
evolved to align with UNFCCC guidance, national 
priorities, and the need for cost-effective delivery 

of global environmental benefits. Over the past two 
decades, the emergence of larger, better-resourced 
multilateral climate funds has enabled countries to 
access financing for large-scale mitigation projects 
through alternative channels. This shift has coincided 
with a steady decline in the GEF’s climate change miti-
gation funding since GEF-5.

In response, the GEF has recalibrated its strategy to pri-
oritize capacity building and the creation of enabling 
environments—areas increasingly emphasized in guid-
ance from the UNFCCC. Historically, the UNFCCC has 
called on the GEF to support convention obligations 
and capacity development. More recent COP deci-
sions have specifically urged the GEF to assist countries 
in meeting the reporting requirements for Nation-
ally Determined Contributions and the enhanced 
transparency framework under Article 13 of the Paris 
Agreement. Reflecting this emphasis, the GEF has 
placed greater focus on its enabling activity pillar, shift-
ing from large-scale investments to targeted support 
that strengthens institutional capacity and compliance 
with global climate commitments.

Country needs and GEF priorities for climate change 
mitigation finance are generally aligned, though not 

TABLE 5.3  Overview of GEF Trust Fund climate change mitigation portfolio

GEF period

Approved projectsa GEF financingb
Cofinancing ratio 

at approvalcNumber Percent of total Million $ Percent of total

Through GEF-4 755 29 2,894 32 6.9

GEF-5 322 33 1,123 31 10.0

GEF-6 309 46 905 28 15.7

GEF-7 267 37 698 19 8.3

GEF-8 253 48 558 14 3.9

Total 1,907 35 6,178 26 8.4

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
a. Includes multifocal area projects; excludes dropped and canceled projects without a first disbursement. Integrated programming set-
asides for GEF-6 and GEF-7 were prorated according to the programming directions of each replenishment period.
b. Includes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees. Integrated programming set-asides for GEF-6 and GEF-7 were 
prorated according to the programming directions of each replenishment period. 
c. Excludes multitrust fund and multifocal area projects; GEF financing excludes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees.
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entirely. In recent years, the UNFCCC has improved 
its assessments of funding needs through the work of 
the Standing Committee on Finance and the Global 
Stocktake. Countries have identified their financial 
requirements in GEF-funded reports submitted to the 
convention, and the Standing Committee on Finance 
has compiled these into a summary of aggregate fund-
ing needs. These assessments reveal that the energy 
sector continues to represent the highest demand for 
climate change mitigation financing, followed by land 
use and forestry, transportation, and agriculture.

In comparison, GEF-8 climate change mitigation pri-
orities place a slightly different emphasis. While land 
use and forestry receive the largest share of indic-
ative funding—particularly through integrated 
programs and NbS—they are followed by the energy 
sector, transportation, and agriculture (GEF Secre-
tariat 2022a). This allocation reflects a strong, though 
not exact, alignment between country-identified 
needs and GEF programming, highlighting both the 
responsiveness of the GEF to national priorities and 
areas where further calibration may enhance strategic 
coherence. 

Of the 11 GEF-8 integrated programs, 10 receive 
funding from the climate change mitigation focal 
area, and six are expected to contribute signifi-
cantly to mitigation. Two integrated programs—the 
Net-Zero Nature-Positive Accelerator and Sustainable 
Cities—are explicitly designed for climate change mit-
igation; several other integrated programs also have 
mitigation benefits and track these results. Under 
the Net-Zero Nature-Positive Accelerator, 13 child 
projects totaling $107.6  million in GEF funding have 
been approved, and 12 have received Chief Execu-
tive Officer (CEO) endorsement. The Sustainable 
Cities Program, with 21 approved child projects total-
ing $165.6 million, is still mostly under preparation. Its 
program framework document was approved in June 
2024, and through June 2025, only two of its child 
projects had obtained CEO endorsement.

While GEF-8 integrated programs leverage agri-
culture, forestry and other land use (AFOLU) for 
significant mitigation benefits, they do not have a 
strong focus on fossil fuel reduction. Most climate 
change mitigation–funded programs prioritize AFOLU 
mitigation, while Sustainable Cities and the Net-Zero 
Nature-Positive Accelerator are primarily focused on 
non-AFOLU activities. Although integrated programs 
set ambitious AFOLU mitigation targets, they largely 
overlook fossil fuel reduction opportunities, such as 
the following:

	l The Greening Transportation Infrastructure Devel-
opment Program (GEF ID 11467, World Wildlife 
Fund–US) integrates biodiversity and landscape 
concerns but does not address transportation 
modes or embedded emissions from construction 
materials.

	l SIDS-related programs fail to address high diesel 
dependency, despite its cost, pollution risks, and 
ocean transport hazards. Nonetheless, the GEF has 
supported SIDS in advancing renewable energy, 
even though this has occurred primarily through 
stand-alone projects.

Measures supporting exit from coal mining and 
coal-bed methane elimination, infrastructure planning, 
and e-waste management would provide important 
climate change mitigation opportunities with bene-
fits in biodiversity, chemicals, and land degradation. 
But such ideas have not been adequately incorporated 
into GEF-8 programs. This gap may partly stem from the 
shrinking climate change mitigation funding envelope, 
limiting the scope for diverse mitigation activities.

Performance and 
effectiveness

Effectiveness and sustainability have shown steady 
improvement in projects approved during recent 
GEF cycles, particularly those with a substantial 
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number of completed projects. The share of projects 
rated moderately satisfactory or higher for outcome 
achievement rose from 77  percent cumulatively in 
GEF-1 to GEF-4 to 83 percent in GEF-5 and 84 percent 
in GEF-6 (figure 5.3). Similarly, the proportion of proj-
ects rated moderately likely or higher for sustainability 
of outcomes at completion increased from 69 percent 
in GEF-1 to GEF-4 to 72 percent in GEF-5 and 80 per-
cent in GEF-6. Similar upward trends are also evident 
in the quality of project implementation and execution 
and the design and implementation of monitoring and 
evaluation systems.

The Bhutan Sustainable Low-emission Urban 
Transport Systems (GEF ID 9367, UNDP) project 
exemplifies effective GEF-supported climate change 
mitigation. The project aimed to facilitate Bhutan’s 
urban transport transition to a low-carbon system 
by promoting the adoption of low-emission vehi-
cles, with a particular emphasis on electric vehicles. It 
focused on the early stages of this transition, including 
strengthening the policy and regulatory environment, 
providing financial incentives to encourage investment 
in low-emission transport, and supporting capac-
ity development and knowledge sharing. By project 

FIGURE 5.3  Climate change mitigation: percentage of projects rated in the satisfactory/likely range
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completion, the Bhutanese government had adopted 
the supported policy and regulatory changes. Most, 
but not all, of the expected results—such as the imple-
mentation and use of incentives, mobilization of 
investment, capacity development, and knowledge 
sharing—were achieved. Given these achievements 
and a moderate risk to sustainability, the project’s 
outcome was rated satisfactory, with sustainability 
assessed as moderately likely.

In contrast, the Public Lighting Replacement Project 
in Colombia (GEF ID 9354, IDB) achieved only partial 
success. While it produced analytical studies in three 
municipalities and built stakeholder support, it failed 
to implement the planned transition to LED lighting 
due to the absence of a subsidized credit line. The GEF 
IEO rated it moderately unsatisfactory for outcomes 
and moderately unlikely for sustainability, citing limited 
municipal capacity and high institutional and financial 
risks.

According to the available terminal evaluations, cli-
mate change mitigation projects in GEF-6 have 
supported broader socioeconomic benefits. For 
example, in Morocco, the Renewable Energy for the 
City of Marrakesh’s Bus Rapid Transit System project 
(GEF ID 9567, UNDP) not only reduced greenhouse 
gas emissions but also enhanced sustainable urban 
mobility—benefiting women, who comprise half of 
the system’s users. In Uganda, the Strengthening the 
Capacity of Institutions project (GEF ID 9814) pro-
moted gender inclusion by integrating gender focal 
points into key greenhouse gas intensity sector hubs 
and building their capacity, thereby strengthening 
institutional responsiveness and inclusivity.

The climate change mitigation focal area has long sup-
ported numerous innovative, technology-focused 
initiatives. In 2008, the GEF Council and the LDCF/
SCCF Council approved the Poznan Strategic Pro-
gram on Technology Transfer to assist countries with 
technology needs assessments, pilot low-carbon 
and climate-resilient technologies identified in these 

assessments, and facilitate knowledge sharing. The 
GEF has pioneered efforts in establishing energy ser-
vice companies and has piloted innovative financial 
instruments. During GEF-6, financing for electric vehi-
cles and mini-grids in Africa is an example of GEF 
support for innovation. In GEF-7, the Global Cleantech 
Innovation Programme was launched to enhance coor-
dination and ecosystem connectivity, and accelerate 
the uptake and investment in innovative cleantech 
solutions. In GEF-8, the programs centered on elec-
tric vehicles and clean hydrogen—areas where the GEF 
has an established track record—underscore its contin-
ued commitment to fostering innovation.

The GEF Council’s adoption of a risk-friendly approach 
in 2024 (GEF 2024b) signals a commitment to encour-
aging greater institutional, policy, technological, and 
financial risk-taking. However, thus far, emerging inno-
vative technologies are less prevalent in the GEF-8 
portfolio. Other climate finance funds may provide 
good examples of actively advancing emerging innova-
tions. For example, over the past four years, the Climate 
Investment Funds have launched three major pro-
grams targeting industrial decarbonization, renewable 
energy integration into existing power grids, and bat-
tery electric storage. Similarly, the UK’s Ayrton Fund has 
committed £1 billion to support 12 technology-focused 
challenges across comparable sectors.

Several promising innovation opportunities—such 
as integrated energy efficiency, circular economy 
solutions, smart grids, and vehicle-to-grid technol-
ogies—remain underused globally. This situation 
presents a strategic opportunity for the GEF to play a 
leading role in accelerating their deployment. Similarly, 
technologies with significant market potential, such 
as sustainable cooling, could benefit from a program-
matic approach similar to that used for electric vehicles 
and mini-grids, which has proven effective for scaling 
impact and driving broader adoption.
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5.4	 INTERNATIONAL 
WATERS
This section draws from the recent IEO Evaluation 
of the International Waters Focal Area (GEF IEO 
forthcoming-j).

Portfolio and evolution 
since GEF-5

From GEF-5 to GEF-8, international waters interven-
tions addressed a range of topics, including pollution 
reduction and sustainable fisheries, while increas-
ingly promoting integrated approaches like integrated 
water resource management, integrated coastal man-
agement, and ridge to reef. Terminal evaluations 
confirm that most GEF-5 and GEF-6 projects included 
at least one such approach. In GEF-8, active projects 
emphasize knowledge management, institutional 
capacity building, and policy and regulatory strength-
ening. An emerging area of engagement involves 
providing technical support for the implementation of 
the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
on the Conservation and Sustainable Use of Marine 
Biological Diversity of Areas beyond National Juris-
diction (BBNJ Agreement)—the new international 
agreement under United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea adopted in 2023—positioning the GEF 
to play an important role as part of the BBNJ Agree-
ment financial mechanism.

From GEF-7 to GEF-8, the international waters focal 
area increased its emphasis on integrated pro-
gramming, with over $137 million allocated to child 
projects within integrated programs. This trend fol-
lows a broader movement toward increased financing 
of integrated programs across the entire GEF-8 port-
folio of approved projects. The focal area now actively 
contributes to multifocal initiatives such as Clean and 
Healthy Ocean, Circular Solutions to Plastic Pollu-
tion, and Amazon, Congo, and Critical Forest Biomes, 

while also reducing concentration among implement-
ing agencies. While this shift presented opportunities 
to generate multiple environmental benefits, it also 
raised concerns that integrated programs might dilute 
the core focus on transboundary cooperation, because 
they do not always include all countries sharing trans-
boundary water bodies.

The number of projects approved hovered around 
70 between GEF-5 and GEF-7, with an increase under 
GEF-8 (table 5.4).1 The GEF financing per period 
remained stable, while the expected cofinancing at 
approval has increased since GEF-5. The lead Agen-
cies with the highest share of financing are now UNDP 
and UNEP. Under GEF-8, the Latin America and the 
Caribbean region has the highest share of financing, 
followed by Africa.

Relevance 

GEF international waters programming has demon-
strated strong alignment with national, regional, 
and global priorities. Terminal evaluations from GEF-5 
and GEF-6 show that 98  percent of projects were 
rated as relevant, underscoring their contributions 
to national priorities such as water security, irrigation, 
drinking water, and fisheries management. An example 
is the Buzi, Pungwe, and Save (BUPUSA) Basins proj-
ect in Zimbabwe and Mozambique (GEF ID 9593), led 
by IUCN, which addressed water security and flooding 
challenges while supporting the establishment of the 
BUPUSA Commission to enhance transboundary water 
cooperation. 

Despite these achievements, the Transbound-
ary Waters Assessment Programme (GEF ID 4489, 
UNEP) identifies waterbodies facing the most 
severe environmental risks that could benefit from 
international waters investments. Although GEF-8 

1 GEF-8 is ongoing, and thus the data might not be complete.
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programming has drawn on these findings to improve 
alignment, remaining gaps suggest a need for more 
strategic targeting of interventions. Strengthening the 
link between scientific assessments and project selec-
tion could further enhance the relevance and impact 
of the portfolio while still upholding the principles of 
country ownership and demand-driven design.

Performance and 
effectiveness

Evidence suggests that international waters focal 
area performance improved in GEF-5 and GEF-6. The 
proportion of international waters projects rated in the 
moderately satisfactory or above range for outcome 
achievement was higher in GEF-5 than for all projects 
approved through GEF-4 (figure 5.4); the propor-
tion decreased in GEF-6, but that number is based on 
fewer project observations. The trends for sustainabil-
ity, quality of implementation and execution, and M&E 
design and implementation are improving.

Several GEF-funded international waters proj-
ects have demonstrated strong catalytic effects, 
sustaining and scaling up results beyond the proj-
ect period. A key example is the Transforming the 

Global Maritime Transport Industry Towards a Low 
Carbon Future Through Improved Energy Effi-
ciency (GEF ID 5508) project, led by UNDP, which 
promoted energy-efficient shipping to reduce green-
house gas emissions. One of its major outcomes was 
the creation of the Global Industry Alliance in 2017—a 
public-private partnership where 16 companies col-
lectively committed $320,000 annually to support 
low-carbon shipping innovation. This alliance enabled 
ongoing research, capacity building, and technol-
ogy demonstration, and helped attract further private 
sector participation. After project closure, the initia-
tive was sustained through continued support from the 
International Maritime Organization and the Govern-
ment of Norway via the GreenVoyage2050 project. 

Another example is the Chu and Talas River Basins 
project (GEF ID 5310, UNDP), which facilitated trans-
boundary water cooperation between Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan. By leveraging existing partnerships and sup-
port from the United Nations Economic Commission for 
Europe, the Chu-Talas Water Commission continued to 
advance the strategic action program approval process 
even after the project ended, with no additional GEF 
funding. A transboundary example and its contribution 
to policy coherence is presented in box 5.4.

TABLE 5.4  Overview of GEF Trust Fund international waters portfolio

GEF period

Approved projectsa GEF financingb
Cofinancing ratio 

at approvalcNumber Percent of total Million $ Percent of total

Through GEF-4 197 8 1,255 14 4.8

GEF-5 72 7 389 11 8.5

GEF-6 57 8 310 10 11.3

GEF-7 65 9 438 12 8.1

GEF-8 87 17 406 11 9.8

Total 478 9 2,797 12 6.9

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
a. Includes multifocal area projects; excludes dropped and canceled projects without a first disbursement. 
b. Includes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees. 
c. Excludes multitrust fund and multifocal area projects; GEF financing excludes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees.
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Several projects applied innovative technolo-
gies that contributed to reducing environmental 
stress in international waters. The Yellow Sea Large 
Marine Ecosystem project (GEF ID 4343, UNDP) 
applied integrated multitrophic aquaculture, which 
improves aquaculture productivity while reduc-
ing water pollution through natural food chain 
processes. Knowledge from this project was shared 
with three Caribbean countries via the International 
Waters Learning Exchange and Resource Network 
(IW:LEARN), a platform for exchanging good practices 
and solutions across the international waters portfolio. 

IW:LEARN has served as a successful knowledge man-
agement hub for the international waters focal area by 
facilitating training and learning exchanges and provid-
ing a repository for knowledge products. In addition, 
projects in the Yellow Sea, Kura River Basin, and Drina 
River Basin used constructed wetlands to treat pol-
luted water through natural filtration and biological 
processes, with evidence of an 85 percent reduction in 
nitrogen levels at a pilot site in the Kura River Basin.

Over the years, the GEF’s international waters focal 
area has laid a strong foundation for tackling plastic 

FIGURE 5.4  International waters: percentage of projects rated in the satisfactory/likely range
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pollution, culminating in the GEF-8 Circular Solutions 
to Plastic Pollution program. This initiative emphasizes 
upstream and midstream interventions, including risk 
assessments in large marine ecosystems, and builds on 
lessons from past projects that underscore the value of 
community-driven solutions alongside policy and regula-
tory action. Effective engagement of women and youth, 
as seen in Indonesia, has supported behavior change and 
improved waste management, although sustaining these 
gains remains a challenge—as demonstrated by recurring 
pollution in Tonga’s Fanga’uta Lagoon.

Recent strategic shifts toward integrated programming 
highlight the need for national policy coherence to 

address transboundary pollution. Projects like Blueing 
the Black Sea (GEF ID 10563) promote regional policy 
harmonization, while the global platform of the Circu-
lar Solutions to Plastic Pollution program (GEF ID 11197) 
identified the lack of enabling policy frameworks as a 
major barrier. In response, it supports the development 
of integrated policy tools that align environmental, 
economic, and social objectives—critical for achieving 
long-term, systemic reductions in plastic pollution.

Socioeconomic co-benefits have been generated. 
For example, a terminal evaluation on Implementation 
of Global and Regional Oceanic Fisheries Conven-
tions and Related Instruments in the Pacific SIDS (GEF 
ID 4746, UNDP and FAO) reported that it contrib-
uted toward a 6.25 percent increase in fisheries sector 
employment from 2010 to 2019. Other terminal evalu-
ations also noted increased employment and learning 
opportunities for women, improved economic con-
ditions for fishers, and better food security. As with 
the other focal areas, measurement of socioeconomic 
co-benefits lacked a systematic approach, challenging 
the comparison and aggregation of findings.

Sustainability

Sustainability planning in GEF-5 and GEF-6 proj-
ects—including international waters projects—has 
been a challenge. A review of 42 terminal evalua-
tions from GEF-5 and GEF-6 found that fewer than 
30  percent of projects developed sustainability or 
exit plans. Among 52 ongoing projects assessed, 
56  percent lacked explicit sustainability strategies, 
and 34  percent planned to develop them late in the 
project cycle—limiting time for institutional strength-
ening and follow-through. However, recent projects 
have shown improvement by initiating sustainability 
planning earlier. For instance, the Sargasso Sea proj-
ect (GEF ID 10620, UNDP) plans to develop an exit 
strategy before the midterm review, and the Ecuador–
Peru SAP project (GEF ID 10700, UNDP) initiated its 

BOX 5.4  TDA-SAP contribution to policy 
coherence in Georgia and Azerbaijan

The TDA-SAP projects in the international waters focal 
area have continued to facilitate coherent policies 
and actions in more than 90 countries. Transbound-
ary diagnostic analysis (TDA) is a tool adopted by the 
international waters focal area to foster transboundary 
cooperation and identify shared threats. This process 
informs the development of a strategic action program 
(SAP), outlining strategic actions to address these 
threats in the region. Forty-eight  percent of com-
pleted projects and 60  percent of ongoing projects 
include TDA-SAP development or implementation. 
This finding suggests that the focal area has promoted 
coherence on transboundary water management at 
regional levels, with associated national-level bene-
fits. A case study of the Kura River provides a specific 
example of GEF contributions to policy coherence 
through TDA-SAP implementation. As a result, 
Georgia and Azerbaijan agreed on monitoring stan-
dards for water quality and quantity for the first time, 
thereby strengthening cooperation. GEF investments 
also contributed to the enactment of a new water law 
in Georgia and the establishment of the State Water 
Resources Agency in Azerbaijan, both advancing inte-
grated water resources management. 
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postproject sustainability planning during the second 
year of implementation.

Similarly, there are opportunities to improve 
long-term financing strategies in sustainability 
planning. Some ongoing projects have committed 
to preparing detailed financial strategies. Examples 
include the North Brazil Shelf fisheries project (GEF ID 
10919, UNDP), which will develop a financial plan in its 
final year, and the Limpopo River Basin project (GEF ID 
10182, UNDP), which aims to prepare a financial sus-
tainability plan for the basin’s commission secretariat 
by project end.

It remains a challenge to engage the private sector 
in the international waters focal area. Evaluation 
surveys, interviews, and stakeholder feedback consis-
tently identified this as a major weakness. Contributing 
factors common across the GEF include limited pri-
vate sector expertise, lengthy approval processes for 
private participation, and the long-term nature of 
international waters projects, which often lack immedi-
ate financial returns. 

5.5	 LAND 
DEGRADATION
Key sources for this section include evaluations of 
GEF interventions in dryland countries, SFM, and the 
Lower Mekong River Basin (GEF IEO 2024f, 2022e, 
2023c).

Portfolio and evolution 
since GEF-5

The GEF has progressively refined its approach to 
land degradation, shifting from sector-specific solu-
tions to integrated, large-scale strategies. From 
GEF-5 to GEF-8, the GEF has progressively shifted from 
sector-specific approaches to land and forest manage-
ment toward integrated, cross-sectoral approaches 

addressing biodiversity, climate, and land degradation. 
GEF-6 marked the beginning of this integration. GEF-7 
further advanced the shift through the launch of the Dry-
land Sustainable Landscapes Impact Program, which 
emphasized regional cooperation, resilience build-
ing, and nature-based solutions. GEF-8 continues this 
evolution by scaling up proven approaches and pro-
moting long-term sustainability through policy reform, 
governance improvements, and innovative financing 
mechanisms such as public-private partnerships.

GEF-8 Programming Directions emphasize drought 
management, including support for national drought 
plans and land degradation neutrality targets. The GEF 
land degradation project number and financing volume 
remained rather stable over the GEF periods (table 5.5; 
financing increased in nominal terms since GEF-6). FAO 
and UNDP are the largest lead Agencies in terms of 
financing; the World Bank’s share declined steadily. The 
Africa region maintains the highest share of financing, 
followed by Latin America and the Caribbean.

Main areas of intervention

GEF-supported land degradation focal area projects 
and programs have primarily focused on sustainable 
land and/or forest management. These initiatives 
incorporate community-led approaches such as 
afforestation, agroforestry, fire management, and con-
servation agriculture. Integrated watershed and river 
basin management interventions have addressed 
the interconnected nature of land and water systems, 
focusing on the restoration of hydrological cycles, 
improved land use practices in catchment areas, 
and enhanced local participation in water gover-
nance—particularly in vulnerable regions such as the 
Lower Mekong River Basin. The GEF has increasingly 
embraced the concept of land degradation neutrality,2 

2 Land degradation neutrality refers to a state where the 
amount and quality of land resources needed to support 
ecosystem services remain stable or increase over time, 
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combining the restoration of agricultural lands with 
the promotion of regenerative farming practices, and 
carbon sequestration strategies such as conserva-
tion tillage and cover cropping. These climate change 
adaptation measures are designed to foster resilient 
landscapes capable of withstanding environmental 
shocks while supporting local livelihoods.

Relevance 

GEF interventions historically demonstrated 
strong alignment with national and regional land 
management priorities and international environ-
mental commitments, including those under the 
United Nations Convention to Combat Deserti-
fication (UNCCD) framework. Many GEF-funded 
projects are strategically designed to complement 
national action plans, embedding land degradation 
control efforts with broader sustainable development 

essentially meaning no net loss of healthy and productive 
land, achieved through practices such as sustainable land 
management and restoration efforts to counterbalance land 
degradation; it is a key goal within the United Nations Con-
vention to Combat Desertification. 

agendas. In drylands, improvements in data and infor-
mation systems and advancements in management 
planning, have helped strengthen the foundation for 
more effective governance of sustainable land and 
forest use. Land and resource use rights are especially 
weak in communally managed drylands, and strength-
ening them is a critical component of ensuring both 
environmental and socioeconomic benefits, includ-
ing for the most vulnerable. Yet less than a third of 
GEF dryland projects have addressed conflict or land 
tenure. Land tenure plays an important role in the 
framework of the UNCCD, with Decision  26/COP.14 
on land tenure, adopted at the 14th session of the 
Conference of the Parties to the UNCCD, providing a 
basis for deeper consideration in future GEF-funded 
projects.

GEF land degradation interventions have promoted 
cross-sectoral integration. By linking land restoration 
efforts with climate change adaptation, biodiversity 
conservation, and sustainable agriculture, these proj-
ects have created synergies that enable maximizing 
both environmental and socioeconomic benefits. Stra-
tegic partnerships with international donors, regional 
organizations, and multilateral development banks 
have facilitated a more coherent and coordinated 

TABLE 5.5  Overview of GEF Trust Fund land degradation portfolio

GEF period

Approved projectsa GEF financingb
Cofinancing ratio 

at approvalcNumber Percent of total Million $ Percent of total

Through GEF-4 180 7 450 5 5.2

GEF-5 207 21 337 9 4.7

GEF-6 189 28 402 12 10.3

GEF-7 198 27 487 13 6.0

GEF-8 201 38 493 13 3.2

Total 975 18 2,168 9 5.5

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
a. Includes multifocal area projects; excludes dropped and canceled projects without a first disbursement. Integrated programming set-
asides for GEF-6 and GEF-7 were prorated according to the programming directions of each replenishment period.
b. Includes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees. Integrated programming set-asides for GEF-6 and GEF-7 were 
prorated according to the programming directions of each replenishment period. 
c. Excludes multitrust fund and multifocal area projects; GEF financing excludes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees.

https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions/documents/2019-11/26-cop14.pdf
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approach to land degradation control. However, chal-
lenges remain in achieving policy coherence across 
different sectors, especially at the subnational level, 
and in effectively integrating private sector engage-
ment into national land restoration efforts.

Performance and 
effectiveness

Outcome achievement in land degradation projects 
has improved over time (figure 5.5). Among the proj-
ects approved through GEF-4, 72  percent received 
outcome ratings in the satisfactory range at comple-
tion. This figure increased to 95 percent for GEF-5. A 
further increase is visible under GEF-6, but the number 
of observations is small. The likelihood of sustainabil-
ity of outcomes rose from 55  percent for GEF-4 to 
67  percent for GEF-5. Similar trends are observed in 
project implementation and execution quality and 
M&E design and implementation.

The effectiveness of GEF-supported land degradation 
projects has varied based on context, scale, and inter-
vention design. A consistent finding is that projects 
with strong community engagement tend to achieve 
the most significant and lasting impacts. Community-led 
restoration initiatives—in which local stakeholders are 
actively involved in decision-making and implemen-
tation—have demonstrated higher success rates in 
sustaining positive environmental and economic out-
comes, as illustrated in the Niger case (box 5.5).

By addressing land degradation within a 
landscape-wide framework, integrated approaches 
in drylands have tackled multiple drivers of deg-
radation, leading to more substantial ecosystem 
restoration and improved livelihoods. Examples 
of integrated programming support relevant to 
drylands in the GEF portfolio over time include Ter-
rAfrica, the Central Asian Countries Initiative for 
Land Management, the Sahel and West Africa Pro-
gram in Support of the Great Green Wall Initiative, 

the Resilient Food Systems Integrated Approach Pilot, 
and—most recently—the Dryland Sustainable Land-
scapes Impact Program. Programmatic approaches 
are seen by GEF stakeholders as important to help 
break down ministerial silos, identify region-specific 
challenges and support learning, provide clustered 
support (e.g., on value chains), address transboundary 
issues, and incentivize governments to direct funding 
to marginalized drylands.

Innovation has enhanced the effectiveness of land 
degradation interventions. Advances in remote 
sensing and geographic information system (GIS) tech-
nologies have improved monitoring and assessment 
capabilities, allowing for more precise tracking of land 
use changes and degradation patterns. The implemen-
tation of green bonds and payments for ecosystem 
services schemes has shown promise in incentiviz-
ing sustainable land use, though these mechanisms 
have yet to be fully scaled up. The Green Finance and 
Sustainable Agriculture in the Dry Forest Ecoregion 
of Ecuador and Peru (GEF ID 10852) project, imple-
mented by the Development Bank of Latin America 
and the Caribbean (CAF), is innovative in seeking 
to mobilize private sector resources. It is issuing two 
green bonds for sustainable land use and conservation 
in Ecuador’s and Peru’s capital markets, with the GEF 
and CAF providing guarantees.

Achieving synergies can be challenging when inter-
ventions aim to address multiple objectives with 
limited resources and institutional capacity. A case in 
point is a project in Azerbaijan (box 5.6), where efforts 
to tackle two loosely related water management 
issues, without fully accounting for capacity limitations, 
resulted in fragmented implementation and limited 
impact.

Challenges also persist in monitoring long-term 
impacts. In certain cases, projects have lacked robust 
adaptive management systems, making it difficult to 
track progress, refine strategies, and ensure continu-
ous improvements. The absence of consistent impact 
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assessment frameworks has also constrained the 
ability to draw conclusive evidence on interven-
tion effectiveness across different ecological and 
socioeconomic settings.

The GEF’s reliance on area-based indicators limits its 
ability to fully track changes in environmental status. 
Environmental outcomes in GEF dryland projects are 
mostly reported in hectare terms, with fewer cases 
of robustly measured improvements in biophysical 
indicators, such as analysis of vegetation cover or soil 
organic carbon. The gap is partly due to the dynamic 

nature of landscapes and the time scale for registering 
improvements. It is also related to how global environ-
mental benefit indicators are defined and interpreted. 
The reported number of hectares under improved 
management does not specify the type or quality of 
change. The integration of land degradation neutral-
ity indicators into national land use monitoring is a 
promising development that could better measure the 
environmental changes to which GEF-funded projects 
are contributing.

FIGURE 5.5  Land degradation: percentage of projects rated in the satisfactory/likely range
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Sustainability

The long-term sustainability of land degradation con-
trol efforts has shown mixed results. Sustainability has 
been strongest where interventions have been embed-
ded within national policy frameworks and where 
local institutions have been empowered to manage 
land resources effectively. Projects that have success-
fully established community governance structures and 
secured long-term financing have demonstrated better 
prospects for sustaining their outcomes.

Financial sustainability remains a challenge. Many 
interventions continue to rely heavily on external 
donor funding, making them vulnerable to disrup-
tions once project financing ends. While market-based 
incentives, such as payments for ecosystem ser-
vices and green investment mechanisms, have been 
explored as potential solutions, their integration into 
national land management strategies remains limited.

5.6	 CHEMICALS AND 
WASTE
This section draws from the recent IEO evalua-
tion of the chemicals and waste focal area (GEF IEO 
forthcoming-k).

Portfolio and evolution 
since GEF-5

The GEF has made progress in addressing many rele-
vant chemicals and waste–related issues. For example, 
the GEF supported countries with significant industries 
in textiles, dental amalgam, and skin-lightening prod-
ucts, aligning with key sectoral priorities. However, 
gaps remain in addressing other critical areas, in part 
due to limited demand from the countries. For instance, 
despite the importance of e-waste recycling in Uru-
guay, the country has not proposed to the GEF a project 
focused on safe e-waste dismantling. 

BOX 5.6  Integrating climate change 
risks into water and flood management in 
Azerbaijan

The Integrating Climate Change Risks into Water 
and Flood Management by Vulnerable Mountainous 
Communities in the Greater Caucasus Region of Azer-
baijan (GEF ID 4261, UNDP) project was designed 
to address two interlinked issues—climate-related 
disaster risk reduction and irrigation together with 
residential water supply improvements. However, 
the terminal evaluation noted that, while both chal-
lenges are related to climate change and shared some 
of the same institutional partners, there were lim-
ited synergies to be generated by trying to address 
them simultaneously. Outcomes related to managing 
scarce water resources were not achieved, owing to 
limited capacity in water use associations and a report-
edly ambitious and fragmented project design. The 
terminal evaluation reported low reduction in envi-
ronmental stress.

BOX 5.5  Niger Community Action Programs

Across three successive phases, the GEF-cofinanced 
World Bank Community Action Programs (CAP) in 
Niger demonstrated positive performance and sus-
tained results. The projects applied a participatory, 
community-driven approach to restore degraded 
lands and strengthen local governance. Over 
250,000 hectares were brought under improved soil 
and water management practices. These included 
assisted natural regeneration, conservation agricul-
ture, and agropastoral land restoration. Niger CAPs 
are community-driven initiatives, which established 
700 local management committees and created land 
tenure commissions in 160 communities. These ini-
tiatives helped clarify land rights and sustain resource 
use. Examples of results are improved vegetation cov-
erage and reduced erosion and soil salinity through 
assisted natural regeneration, agropastoral land res-
toration, conservation agriculture practices, livestock 
corridors, and improved cookstoves.



 Chapter 5. F ocal area performance 83

Main areas of intervention

Capacity-building and environment improvement 
investments have been the main areas of inter-
vention in a portfolio of 439 closed and ongoing 
projects. In the closed projects, the most frequently 
reported interventions are capacity building, envi-
ronmental improvement investments in machinery or 
removal of contaminated soil, and knowledge man-
agement. In contrast, the portfolio of ongoing projects 
shows considerable increases in interventions aimed at 
achieving socioeconomic results; implementing legal, 
policy, and regulatory measures; and conducting envi-
ronmental monitoring.

Relevance 

The GEF plays an important role in supporting 
implementation of the Stockholm and Minamata 
Conventions, with recipient countries generally rec-
ognizing its alignment with convention guidance.3 
The GEF’s responsiveness to Stockholm Convention 

3 At COP-5 in 2023, the Minamata Convention COP con-
ducted the second review of the financial mechanism, 
confirming its alignment with the convention’s guidance 
(IISD 2023).

The GEF has moved from focusing on individual 
chemicals, such as PCBs, pesticides, and mercury, 
toward a broader, sector-wide approach. The GEF 
chemicals and waste portfolio shows a clear shift 
toward integrated programming, as seen by the 
increasing allocation of funding to programs and 
child projects from GEF-5 to GEF-8. The GEF-5 and 
GEF-6 strategies focused on a chemical-by-chemical 
approach. With the programmatic strategies of GEF-7 
and GEF-8, the GEF shifted from a single-chemical 
focus, such as persistent organic pollutants (POPs) 
or mercury, to an integrated, sectoral approach that 
addresses chemicals throughout their entire life cycle 
and supply chains.

Table 5.6 shows the evolution of projects and funds 
approved for the chemicals and waste focal area. 
It highlights the decline in the number of projects 
approved from GEF-5, concurrent with the increase 
in financing approved and the increase in expected 
cofinancing at project approval. At a more disag-
gregated level, the share of funding to the World 
Bank declined since GEF-5; the main lead Agen-
cies in terms of financing are now UNDP, UNEP, and 
the United Nations Industrial Development Orga-
nization. The Africa region has the highest share of 
financing, closely followed by Latin America and the 
Caribbean and Asia.

TABLE 5.6  Overview of GEF Trust Fund chemicals and waste portfolio

GEF period

Approved projectsa GEF financingb
Cofinancing ratio 

at approvalcNumber Percent of total Million $ Percent of total

Through GEF-4 242 9 609 7 1.4

GEF-5 158 16 396 11 3.8

GEF-6 148 22 436 13 5.0

GEF-7 108 15 573 16 7.7

GEF-8 98 19 660 17 7.0

Total 754 14 2,675 11 5.0

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
a. Includes multifocal area projects; excludes dropped and canceled projects without a first disbursement. 
b. Includes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees.
c. Excludes multitrust fund and multifocal area projects; GEF financing excludes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees.
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COP guidance received a strong average rating of 
4.3 out of 5, according to a survey of recipient coun-
tries conducted by the Stockholm Convention (UNEP 
2024a). Challenges persist, however, in low-income 
economies, because of the high costs of alternatives, 
limited access to resources, funding delays, and narrow 
project scopes. In addition, the GEF has supported 59 
enabling activities related to the Stockholm Conven-
tion in GEF-5, of which 56 aimed to update existing 
national implementation plans in response to added 
POPs. However, only about 30  percent of countries 
submitted updated national implementation plans 
to the Stockholm Convention Secretariat within the 
required two-year time frame, highlighting significant 
delays in national delivery and compliance. 

The GEF’s efforts to address chemical pollution are rel-
evant both to countries and to the objectives of the 
Stockholm Convention, particularly in tackling major 
challenges related to PCBs, pesticides, and DDT. How-
ever, while the GEF has supported countries with 
significant stockpiles, its reach has been limited. For 
example, of the 21 countries identified as having the 
largest PCB stockpiles, only one—Antigua and Bar-
buda—benefited from targeted GEF interventions 
in GEF-5 and GEF-6. Similarly, among the 11 countries 
with the largest DDT stockpiles, only three received 
GEF support, leaving the needs of several countries 
unaddressed. 

The shift from a chemical-by-chemical to a 
sector-based approach in GEF-7 has enhanced inte-
grated chemical management across industries but 
risks neglecting legacy chemicals. An integrated 
approach to programming is essential for effective 
chemicals and waste management, particularly in the 
garment and food packaging sectors, where chemi-
cals are used extensively throughout the supply chain. 
The GEF’s focus on addressing chemicals at every 
stage is appropriate to prevent the proliferation of 
harmful substances and ensure sustainable practices 
across industries. While this shift presents substantial 

advantages, it has also led to a reduced focus on legacy 
chemicals in recent projects. Despite the decrease in 
single-chemical initiatives, many countries still urgently 
need assistance in safely managing and disposing of 
PCBs to meet the 2028 Stockholm Convention dead-
line and help with other legacy chemicals to combat 
pollution and enhance public health. Meanwhile, and in 
response to COP-10, the GEF acted on the PCB dead-
line by approving a global PCB management program 
at its December 2024 Council meeting. While the tran-
sition to a sector-wide approach presents risks of gaps 
in targeted chemical management support, the GEF is 
addressing this challenge through complementary mea-
sures to ensure support where it is most needed. 

Performance and 
effectiveness

Chemicals and waste projects have shown positive 
performance overall. Through GEF-4, 83 percent of the 
completed projects were rated moderately satisfactory 
or higher for outcome achievements, a percentage that 
remained almost unchanged under GEF-5 (figure 5.6). 
A further increase is visible under GEF-6 but based on a 
smaller number of observed projects. Similar improved 
trends are visible for quality of implementation and exe-
cution and M&E design and implementation.

The effectiveness of GEF-supported chemicals and 
waste projects has varied based on how effectively 
they engaged with national legislation—both by 
aligning with existing laws and by supporting efforts 
to improve them. Strong legislative frameworks 
have been instrumental in the success of chemicals 
and waste management projects. However, enforce-
ment and outcomes have shown significant variability 
across countries. Laws such as extended producer 
responsibility play a key role in securing private sector 
engagement, while setting adequate tariffs for waste 
collection companies helps maintain consistent service 
delivery. Legislation has played a crucial role in scaling 
up pollution prevention in some countries. Additionally, 
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formalizing the role of informal waste pickers or banning 
their involvement in e-waste collection reduced health 
risks and environmental harm. However, inconsistent 
enforcement of these legal measures in some countries 
has posed challenges, ultimately affecting the effective-
ness and sustainability of project outcomes.

In the Arab Republic of Egypt, the Protect Human 
Health and the Environment from Unintentional 
Releases of POPs (GEF ID 4392, UNDP) project met 
its e-waste collection targets through a pioneering ini-
tiative led by multinational mobile phone companies, 

with an online platform for household e-waste collec-
tion; it laid the groundwork for national waste electrical 
and electronic equipment facilities. Legislation banning 
informal e-waste collection and dismantling addressed 
pollution risks reduced unintentional POPs emissions 
and enabled the formalization of the sector through 
licensed waste managers. This initiative fostered safer, 
more sustainable e-waste management and created 
formal employment opportunities. 

GEF-funded projects demonstrate that tech-
nological innovations—while not always new 

FIGURE 5.6  Chemicals and waste: percentage of projects rated in the satisfactory/likely range
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globally—can be transformational within the coun-
tries where they are implemented, delivering 
significant environmental benefits in chemicals 
and waste management. In Viet Nam (GEF ID 9379), 
green chemistry approaches in the metal plating indus-
try have reduced the use and release of hazardous 
substances. In Trinidad and Tobago (GEF ID 5558) and 
Senegal (GEF ID 4888), the deployment of autoclaves 
to replace CO₂-emitting incinerators and the introduc-
tion of laboratory equipment have improved the safe 
treatment and monitoring of hazardous waste. Safer 
pesticides use in Trinidad and Tobago (GEF ID 5407) 
and expanded recycling infrastructure have further 
advanced chemical safety and supported circular econ-
omy practices. Additionally, the replacement of dental 
amalgam (GEF ID 10936) in Senegal, Uruguay, and 
Thailand has reduced mercury pollution and health 
risks. These interventions also contribute to global 
efforts toward safer, more sustainable chemical man-
agement along supply chains. 

However, smaller firms and chemical suppliers 
are often overlooked in broader interventions. In 
developing countries, the textile and apparel indus-
try is predominantly made up of small enterprises and 
microenterprises, facing challenges in adopting sus-
tainable practices due to limited financial resources 
and technical expertise. For industry-wide transitions 
to eco-friendly practices, targeted support for smaller 
players is essential, as supported by the IFC/GEF Green 
Global Supply Chain Decarbonization Platform project 
(GEF ID 11326), for example. Addressing high-cost bar-
riers and involving suppliers more actively could have 
enabled smaller firms to better manage chemicals and 
adopt sustainable practices across the supply chain. 

Efforts to prevent and remediate chemical pollution 
in GEF-funded projects are likely to generate socio-
economic and health co-benefits. However, these 
benefits remain underappreciated due to the absence 
of systematic tracking. Quantifying health co-benefits 
is challenging due to the lack of standardized 

indicators and the long-term nature of health impacts, 
often extending beyond project timelines. A case in 
point is Indonesia’s project Reducing Environmen-
tal and Health Risks to Vulnerable Communities from 
Lead Contamination from Lead Paint and Recycling of 
Used Lead Acid Batteries (GEF ID 5701, UNDP), which 
successfully remediated a contaminated site where 
local communities had been dismantling e-waste 
and batteries, unaware of the associated health risks. 
Despite these significant interventions, no formal 
assessment of health outcomes was conducted, leav-
ing potential long-term benefits undocumented.

Sustainability

The GEF’s focus on the food and beverage supply 
chain, particularly at the end-of-life stage, highlights 
the sustainability of prevention over remediation.4 
The GEF’s progression toward upstream prevention 
represents a significant evolution from GEF-5 to GEF-8. 
Allowing plastics and packaging waste to accumu-
late in landfills leads to carbon dioxide and methane 
emissions, costly geoengineering, and the risk of toxic 
leakage. The GEF’s preventative approach, includ-
ing recycling, composting, and waste reduction, has 
proven to be sustainable when the introduction of 
technology is accompanied by technical capacity and 
financing—for example, accompanying the adop-
tion of new non-incineration technologies (such as 
autoclaves) with efforts to strengthen the national reg-
ulatory environment and build capacities to use the 
new technologies. However, in countries with insuffi-
cient training, limited technical expertise, constrained 
maintenance budgets, and supply chain challenges, 
imported machinery—such as autoclaves and labo-
ratory equipment—has often remained underused. 
Additionally, integrating informal waste pickers into 

4 This example is drawn from the integrated program on Cir-
cular Solutions for Plastic Pollution, one of several recycling 
and plastic pollution projects reviewed as part of the chemi-
cals and waste evaluation portfolio.
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formal waste management systems enhances both 
environmental outcomes and social equity, creating a 
more comprehensive and inclusive strategy for waste 
management. 

Private sector involvement has been vital for sus-
tainability. The GEF’s market-oriented strategies, 
combined with local business participation and 
technology transfer, have laid the groundwork for 
transformational change. In some instances, sustain-
ability was supported through a combination of GEF 
financing, government legislation or subsidies, certi-
fication schemes, or partnerships with international 
firms. For instance, in Viet Nam, the introduction of 
eco-industrial park legislation facilitated the nation-
wide adoption of a resource-sharing model, which 
encourages interconnected industries to optimize 
resource efficiency by sharing resources, implement-
ing recycling systems, and collectively reducing carbon 
dioxide emissions (box 5.7).

5.7	 MULTIFOCAL 
AREA, INCLUDING 
NATURE-BASED 
SOLUTIONS
The discussion here of multifocal area projects is brief, 
given that the majority of such initiatives fall under the 
rubric of the GEF’s integrated programs, which are dis-
cussed in the next chapter. 

Performance and 
effectiveness

The share of multifocal area projects and associ-
ated funding has grown significantly over the past 
four GEF replenishment periods. As of June 2025, 
multifocal area projects accounted for 52  percent of 
approved projects and 55  percent of total approved 
funding (table 5.7). This increase is largely driven by 

BOX 5.7  Eco-industrial park legislation in 
Viet Nam

The Implementation of Eco-Industrial Park Initiative 
for Sustainable Industrial Zones in Viet Nam (GEF ID 
4766, UNIDO) exemplified transformational change 
by integrating environmental, economic, and social 
improvements across industrial zones. The project 
introduced resource-efficient, low-emission practices 
in 676 small and medium enterprises and established 
10 industrial symbiosis schemes across three pilot 
zones. In Ninh Binh, for instance, a gas company cap-
tured byproducts from a fertilizer factory and sold 
them to a beverage company, demonstrating practical 
and profitable resource sharing. These interventions 
contributed to an estimated annual reduction of 
2.9  million metric tons of carbon dioxide emissions. 
Crucially, the adoption of Decree 82 enabled the 
national scaling of the eco-industrial park model by 
providing a formal regulatory framework and insti-
tutional backing. Sustained collaboration among 
government ministries, the private sector, and local 
communities further reinforced trust, policy align-
ment, and social equity—key ingredients for durable 
environmental impact. Transformational outcomes 
in Viet Nam were enabled by strong internal design 
features, including a barrier analysis that addressed 
low awareness, weak enforcement, and limited 
recycling confidence. Cross-sectoral coordination 
through a high-level steering committee ensured 
government ownership, while capacity-building 
activities—training, study tours, and joint planning—
supported adaptive learning and long-term change.

the rise in financing for integrated programs. How-
ever, not all multifocal projects are part of such 
programs—27 percent of multifocal projects approved 
under GEF-8 up to June 2025 fall outside the inte-
grated program modality. Notably, under GEF-8, child 
projects within integrated programs accounted for 
78 percent of total multifocal area funding.
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Regionally, Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, 
and Asia received the largest shares of multifocal 
area funding under GEF-8, with 33 percent, 28 per-
cent, and 23  percent, respectively. Among 
implementing agencies, UNDP, FAO, and UNEP were 
the primary recipients of multifocal funding, secur-
ing 26 percent, 21 percent, and 15 percent of the total, 
respectively.

A high percentage of projects classified as multi-
focal have outcomes rated in the satisfactory 
range, consistently exceeding 80  percent across 
all GEF replenishment periods reviewed (figure 
5.7). However, as noted in previous sections, the 
proportion of projects rated positively for sus-
tainability is lower, with a cumulative average of 
64 percent across all GEF phases—though there are 
signs of improvement in GEF-6. Positive trends are 
also evident in the quality of project implementation 
and execution and the design and implementation of 
M&E systems.

Nature-based solutions

This section summarizes key findings from the recent 
IEO evaluation on NbS (GEF IEO forthcoming-l), an 

area of work that spans multiple focal areas and exem-
plifies integrated approaches. NbS offer the potential 
to address biodiversity conservation, climate change 
adaptation and mitigation, water security, and land 
degradation, while also delivering broader socie-
tal benefits through the sustainable management of 
ecosystems. 

PORTFOLIO AND EVOLUTION 
SINCE GEF-5

In the absence of a formal classification system, the 
NbS portfolio was identified through a tailored 
three-layered screening and scoring process. This 
method applied internationally recognized criteria 
and led to the identification of 933 NbS-aligned proj-
ects between GEF-5 and GEF-8. The portfolio includes 
projects funded through the GEF Trust Fund, the 
LDCF, the SCCF, the GBFF, or a combination of these 
funding sources. 

MAIN AREAS OF INTERVENTION

The GEF-supported NbS project portfolio encom-
passes a wide range of approaches, often employing 
a diverse mix of interventions. Projects com-
monly combine multiple NbS approaches to tackle 

TABLE 5.7  Overview of GEF Trust Fund multifocal area portfolio

GEF period

Approved projectsa GEF financingb
Cofinancing ratio 

at approvalcNumber Percent of total Million $ Percent of total

Through GEF-4 307 12 725 8 4.5

GEF-5 211 22 987 27 5.4

GEF-6 204 30 1,497 46 7.3

GEF-7 171 24 1,346 37 8.1

GEF-8 273 52 2,124 55 8.9

Total 1,166 21 6,680 28 7.4

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
a. Excludes dropped and canceled projects without a first disbursement and multifocal area projects that are part of the Non-Grant 
Instrument Program or the Small Grants Programme.
b. Includes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees. 
c. Excludes multitrust fund and multifocal area projects; GEF financing excludes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees.
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issues such as biodiversity loss, climate change, land 
degradation, and community resilience in a holis-
tic and scalable manner. The most common are 
ecosystem-based management strategies, including 
integrated watershed, forest, coastal zone, and land-
scape management, which typically merge area-based 
conservation with active restoration efforts such as 
reforestation and soil rehabilitation. Projects also pro-
mote agriculture-centered NbS (such as climate-smart 
agriculture, agroforestry, and conservation agricul-
ture), ecosystem-based approaches to climate and 
disaster risk reduction, and nature-infrastructure 

hybrids (such as green or blue infrastructure and 
mixed green-gray systems) aimed at enhancing 
resilience and supporting biodiversity and local 
livelihoods.

RELEVANCE

The GEF’s NbS portfolio is well aligned with its core 
mandate and multilateral environmental agree-
ments but remains underused within the overall 
project pipeline. Drawing on a diverse set of inter-
ventions, from capacity building and policy reform to 

FIGURE 5.7  Multifocal area: percentage of projects rated in the satisfactory/likely range
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Source: GEF IEO Annual Performance Report 2026 data set, which includes completed projects for which performance ratings were 
independently validated through June 2025.
Note: The number of projects for which validated outcome ratings are available is shown in parentheses. The cumulative figure for all 
periods includes GEF-7, which is not shown separately due to the limited number of observations.
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ecosystem restoration and green infrastructure, these 
projects contribute to multiple multilateral environ-
mental agreements targets and help address complex 
environmental and development challenges. Despite 
this strategic fit, NbS initiatives make up only about 
30  percent of the total GEF portfolio. The lack of a 
clear operational definition and systematic tagging 
constrains strategic coherence and comprehensive rel-
evance assessments.

Despite strong alignment with GEF and national 
priorities, questions persist regarding the 
cost-effectiveness of NbS. The relevance of NbS 
within the GEF stems from their ability to foster inte-
grated approaches that create synergies. NbS also 
offer ways to balance environmental and social ben-
efits, ensuring fair distribution among stakeholders 
and across different levels of implementation. How-
ever, it is not clear whether certain NbS projects can 
deliver outcomes more cost effectively than alterna-
tives. The current portfolio contains too few systematic 
cost-benefit assessments, leaving the economic case 
underdeveloped and constraining investment deci-
sions by both GEF and private sector stakeholders, 
who typically favor interventions with shorter payback 
periods. The lack of rigorous cost-effectiveness studies 
undermines informed resource allocation and con-
strains the broader adoption and scaling of NbS within 
the GEF portfolio.

PERFORMANCE AND 
EFFECTIVENESS

The GEF’s NbS-aligned projects perform compara-
bly to the broader portfolio in delivering planned 
environmental outputs but lower in terms of sus-
tainability. Approximately 80  percent of NbS 
projects achieved or surpassed key targets, such as 
improved land management, habitat restoration, and 
species protection, compared to 78  percent across 
all GEF-funded projects. However, only 62  per-
cent of NbS initiatives were rated “likely” or “highly 
likely” to sustain outcomes, in contrast to 68  percent 

of non-NbS projects. Persistent issues were limited 
follow-on funding, weak integration of adaptive man-
agement practices, and insufficiently embedded local 
governance systems. Projects with strong stakeholder 
co-management and clear financing strategies tended 
to perform better, highlighting the value of inclusive 
governance and aligned policies in securing long-term 
NbS impacts.

GEF-funded projects that incorporate NbS deliver 
important socioeconomic co-benefits that help 
sustain global environmental benefits, but their 
effectiveness is difficult to systematically demon-
strate due to measurement challenges, limited 
adaptive management, and fragmented learning 
across the portfolio. NbS-aligned projects gener-
ate benefits such as improved livelihoods, higher 
farm incomes, greater resilience, and employment 
opportunities—all critical for sustaining global envi-
ronmental benefits. However, demonstrating these 
results is limited by the uneven inclusion of socio-
economic indicators in project designs, the absence 
of robust baseline data, and the limited scope of the 
GEF’s official co-benefit metric (Core Indicator 11). 
Moreover, learning across the NbS portfolio remains 
fragmented and largely reactive, due to the lack of 
dedicated guidance, a shared theory of change within 
the GEF, and effective mechanisms for integrating 
evidence-based Indigenous and local knowledge 
with scientific expertise. These gaps limit the poten-
tial for systematic learning, adaptive management, 
and the realization of transformational impact through 
NbS.

The engagement of diverse stakeholders in NbS 
projects has increased under recent GEF policy 
reforms and the GBFF’s 20  percent funding 
allocation for IPLCs. Inclusion is central to NbS effec-
tiveness, and GEF-funded projects, particularly more 
recent ones, show increased effort in engaging mar-
ginalized groups. The GEF’s Policy on Gender Equality 
(2017) and accompanying guidance (2018) have 
supported gender-responsive project design and 
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planning. Despite this progress, projects continue to 
face difficulties in managing inherently complex stake-
holder dynamics, integrating gender considerations 
meaningfully, ensuring substantive IPLC participation 
throughout the project cycle, and navigating sensitivi-
ties around traditional knowledge.

Policy and institutional coherence is key for NbS 
effectiveness. Projects that actively align with national 
and local policy frameworks, foster cross-sector coor-
dination, and respond to shifting policy landscapes 
tend to secure stronger government ownership and 
achieve better outcomes. Conversely, gaps in policy 
alignment, overlapping mandates, legal inconsisten-
cies, and political or administrative instability often 
weaken coherence, especially in low-capacity settings 
where environmental institutions have limited sway 
over broader development agendas. Addressing these 
challenges requires bridging domestic institutional 
and sectoral gaps while also aligning international 
funding mechanisms and conventions to better sup-
port national priorities and enable effective, impactful 
deployment of NbS.

GEF-supported interventions in innovative finance 
have shown opportunities, though replicability and 
long-term viability remain difficult to achieve. Pilot 
initiatives in blended finance, environmental bonds, 
and nature-focused impact investing have secured 
higher levels of cofinancing, yet scaling these models 
across the portfolio remains limited. Common barriers 
include challenges in building durable private sector 
partnerships, reconciling conservation goals with 
financial return timelines, and ensuring the sustain-
ability of funding. While early results from pilots are 
encouraging, they have not yet established a consistent 
path to economic sustainability for NbS. The mismatch 
between investors’ expectations for short-term returns 
and the longer-term benefits of NbS continues to 
hinder broader capital mobilization and sustained 
engagement.

The overall effectiveness of the GEF’s NbS inter-
ventions is often limited by knowledge and 
capacity gaps among stakeholders, which impede 
the consistent delivery of robust, resilient, and 
context-appropriate solutions. Implementing suc-
cessful NbS projects is frequently challenged by 
a lack of technical skills and local capacity. Despite 
the strong interest in NbS, turning this interest into 
well-designed, site-specific interventions requires 
solid evidence and understanding. These gaps can 
result in implementation risks, uncertainty about 
long-term outcomes, underestimated resource needs, 
and missed opportunities to incorporate the valuable 
traditional knowledge of IPLCs. While the GEF’s Prin-
ciples and Guidelines for Engagement with Indigenous 
Peoples and the Guidelines on GEF’s Policy on Social 
and Environmental Safeguards aim to integrate tradi-
tional knowledge, evaluations have highlighted that 
Western approaches dominate, limiting the integration 
of diverse knowledge systems.

SUSTAINABILITY

The GEF partnership has supported promising 
cases of policy change through NbS, yet broader 
systemic shifts are limited by capacity and financing 
gaps. Several projects have helped incorporate NbS 
into national policies, testing innovative solutions, 
and attracting blended finance. However, many still 
face difficulties in achieving lasting and widespread 
impact. Ongoing challenges include insufficient tech-
nical and managerial expertise among implementing 
entities, a lack of clear scaling strategies, and uncer-
tainty about sustained financial support. Where 
successful scaling has occurred, it has been supported 
by adaptive implementation, inclusive multistake-
holder engagement, and clear financing mechanisms 
(box  5.8). Conversely, where adoption has faltered, 
weak economic viability and institutional silos remain 
key barriers.
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5.8	 SUMMARY
An analysis of GEF-supported interventions across 
focal areas reveals several recurring themes that high-
light both areas of strength and ongoing challenges.

Across focal areas, there was good alignment with 
conventions and agreements. GEF programming 
has demonstrated strong alignment with global envi-
ronmental frameworks and national development 
priorities. Projects have consistently supported the 
objectives of multilateral environmental agreements, 
including the Convention on Biological Diversity, the 
UNFCCC, and the Stockholm and Minamata Conven-
tions. This strategic alignment ensures that GEF-funded 

initiatives contribute directly to countries’ international 
commitments while advancing national policy goals.

Evaluations noted a common shift toward integrated 
programming. The shift to integrated programming 
replaces sector-specific interventions with holistic, 
cross-sectoral strategies that address multiple environ-
mental challenges simultaneously. Integrated landscape 
and seascape initiatives now routinely embed biodiver-
sity restoration, climate resilience, and land degradation 
neutrality, leading to broader systemic impacts. Biodi-
versity strategies increasingly support nature-positive 
development models that engage Indigenous Peoples 
and the private sector, while climate change mitigation 

BOX 5.8  India: Scaling up GEF NbS interventions through the Green Climate Fund

Two GEF-funded projects (GEF IDs 3936 and 3941) led 
by the United Nations Development Programme and 
aimed at mainstreaming coastal and marine biodiversity 
conservation into production sectors successfully piloted 
community-based adaptation in coastal India through man-
grove restoration. The Green Climate Fund scaled up these 
models, expanding climate change adaptation in an area 
where about 1.7  million are living in proximity and sup-
porting replication across all coastal states. The success of 

these efforts is confirmed by a postcompletion project visit 
and the satellite data analysis showing positive ecological 
changes at the restoration sites. An increased normalized 
difference vegetation index indicates improved vegetation 
health and density, while a reduced modified normalized 
difference water index variability suggests less flooding. 
These trends confirm the successful establishment of man-
grove ecosystems, which serve as natural buffers against 
coastal hazards and improve shoreline stability.

FIGURE B5.8.1  Postcompletion satellite image of GEF-funded project area

a. 2011 (before) b. 2017 (during) c. 2024 (after)

2011(Before) 2017(During) 2024(After)

Map data: Google, Image 2025 Maxar Technologies

2011(Before) 2017(During) 2024(After)

Map data: Google, Image 2025 Maxar Technologies

2011(Before) 2017(During) 2024(After)

Map data: Google, Image 2025 Maxar Technologies

Source: Map data from Google, Image 2025 Maxar Technologies.
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and adaptation efforts emphasize upstream planning 
and programmatic solutions.

Overall, GEF-funded projects showed strong outcome 
ratings. Projects in biodiversity, land degradation, and cli-
mate change mitigation have consistently received strong 
ratings for effectiveness. Community-led conservation, 
sustainable land management, and early warning systems 
for disaster preparedness are among the interventions 
that have delivered robust results.

GEF-funded interventions have generated socio-
economic co-benefits, including support for the 
governance of local organizations and institutions, 
know-how and technical skills, and opportunities to 
generate incomes and jobs. In general, there are gaps 
in tracking the co-benefits, which is further discussed 
in a dedicated chapter of this report. The specific case 
of projects promoting pollution prevention and con-
trol suggests that beneficial effects on health and 
employment opportunities are real, but little evidence 
is available to substantiate these claims.

Despite these strengths, several persistent challenges 
constrain the long-term impact and scalability of GEF 
interventions.

	l Sustaining outcomes beyond project life spans 
remains challenging. Many projects struggle to 
maintain momentum beyond their implementation 
phase due to weak governance structures, insuf-
ficient financial follow-up, and limited integration 
into national budgets or institutional frameworks. 
This issue is particularly pronounced in climate 
change adaptation and chemicals and waste proj-
ects, though it also affects other focal areas to 
varying degrees.

	l Land degradation and biodiversity projects 
were most sustainable where embedded in 
policy frameworks and community governance 
structures. Climate change adaptation and chem-
icals and waste projects struggled with financial 
and institutional sustainability, despite success in 
embedding upstream prevention and private sector 
partnerships in chemicals and waste management.

	l Private sector engagement has not yet been fully 
realized through GEF programming. This short-
coming is particularly noted in international waters 
and chemicals and waste projects, where small 
enterprises face barriers to adopting sustainable 
practices and broader industry transitions require 
targeted support.

	l Monitoring and learning systems, while improved, 
often lack standardized outcome-oriented indi-
cators, limiting the ability to track long-term 
environmental and socioeconomic effects. 
Outcome-oriented indicators are often lacking, 
especially in chemicals and waste projects, where 
difficulties in applying consistent M&E frame-
works reduce accountability and learning. M&E 
weaknesses limit the availability of evidence on 
long-term environmental and socioeconomic 
effects, such as health improvements or employ-
ment outcomes.

These cross-cutting findings underscore the rationale for 
the GEF’s pivot toward integrated programming, which 
is explored in greater depth in the following chapter.
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chapter 6

Integrated 
programming

T his chapter presents evaluative evidence 
on GEF‑funded integrated programming,1 
highlighting its importance for driving trans-

formational change and generating environmental 
benefits at scale. Drawing on earlier IEO reviews of 
integrated programming (GEF IEO 2018c, 2022d), as 
well as evaluations of the Sustainable Forest Manage-
ment, Global Wildlife, Food Systems, and Sustainable 
Cities programs (GEF IEO 2022e, forthcoming-n, 
forthcoming-h, forthcoming-r), the chapter examines 
how integrated programming delivers value beyond 
traditional stand‑alone projects. It focuses not only 
on operational, institutional, and policy‑level results, 
but also on the role of knowledge platforms and coor-
dination mechanisms—a core feature of integrated 
programming—in catalyzing systemic shifts.

Integrated programming was designed to be 
additional to previous approaches, supporting 
system-wide solutions capable of tackling the com-
plex drivers of environmental degradation and 
enabling transformational change. This chapter dis-
cusses the evolution of the portfolio of integrated 
programming as well as integrated programming 

1 Integrated programming refers to initiatives that tackle 
environmental challenges through holistic, cross-sectoral 
approaches. In the context of the GEF, this term encom-
passes both the GEF-8 integrated programs and other GEF 
initiatives that employ integrated strategies. In this chapter, 
the term “integrated programming” refers to the GEF-6 inte-
grated approach pilots, the GEF-7 impact programs, and the 
GEF-8 integrated programs.

relevance, governance, effectiveness, efficiency, inclu-
sion, knowledge platforms, sustainability, and 
scaling. In covering these topics, the IEO has adopted 
a six‑domain framework (box 6.1) derived from the 
lessons of its Evaluation of GEF Support for Transfor-
mational Change (GEF IEO 2018b). Together, these 
domains—a systems-based vision for transformational 
change; implementation quality and results; ambition, 
innovation, and adaptation; stakeholder inclusion; 
sustainability and scale-up; and knowledge sharing— 
frame how integrated programming can amplify the 
GEF’s ability to generate environmental benefits at 
scale while delivering socioeconomic co‑benefits and 
strengthening institutions for long‑term resilience. This 
chapter, following an overview of the GEF’s integrated 
programming portfolio’s evolution and governance, is 
organized roughly along these six domains.

6.1	 EVOLUTION OF 
THE PORTFOLIO
Integrated approaches within the GEF evolved over 
several replenishment periods. During GEF-2, it was 
acknowledged that while a siloed, focal area approach 
was appropriate in specific contexts, it often limited 
the potential to generate multiple global environmen-
tal benefits. From GEF-3 to GEF-5, there was a shift to 
developing multifocal area projects and programs, fos-
tering greater collaboration and synergies across focal 
areas to address interconnected environmental chal-
lenges more effectively. 
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In GEF-6, the GEF launched three integrated 
approach pilots (IAPs) to address the underlying 
drivers of environmental degradation and create syn-
ergies across global environmental commitments, 
aiming for more sustained and transformational 
impact. These pilots were Resilient Food Systems 
(RFS), focused on food security and ecosystem resil-
ience in Sub-Saharan Africa; Sustainable Cities, 
targeting environmental pressures from rapid urbaniza-
tion; and the Good Growth Partnership (GGP), aimed 
at reducing commodity-driven deforestation through 
sustainable supply chains. These pilots built on the 
GEF’s prior experience with large-scale, cross-cutting 
programs—such as areas beyond national jurisdiction, 
the Great Green Wall, and ridge to reef—as well as 
incentive-based mechanisms like the Sustainable Forest 
Management (SFM) and REDD+ programs.2 

Building on the experience of the IAPs, GEF-7 
launched three impact programs to further scale 
and deepen integration:3 the Food, Land Use, and 
Restoration (FOLUR) Impact Program, focused on sus-
tainable food production and land use systems; the 
Sustainable Cities Impact Program, which expanded 
the initiative’s geographical coverage from municipal to 
metropolitan boundaries and sought to integrate bio-
diversity conservation into broader urban sustainability 
considerations; and the SFM Impact Program, which 
evolved from earlier periods to focus on transboundary 
forest ecosystems, including the Amazon and Congo 
Basin. According to the GEF-7 Programming Directions, 
the impact programs would support countries in pro-
moting transformational change, consistent with their 
national development priorities, with better use of 
resources, through synergy and integration, and with 
increasing private sector contribution (GEF 2018a).

2 REDD+ refers to reducing emissions from deforestation and 
forest degradation, plus the sustainable management of forests 
and the conservation and enhancement of forest carbon stocks.

3 In spite of the change in title from “integrated” to “impact,” 
the approach was similar.

BOX 6.1  Six domains for evaluating the 
additionality of integrated programming

These six domains are 
key to the success and 

ultimate impact of inte-
grated programming.

	l Systems-based vision for transformational 
change. To what extent do programs and child 
projects address systems (e.g., a biome or value 
chain) and the interaction of systemic elements 
(e.g., policies, land use, markets, producers, 
buyers) to foster broader results? 

	l Quality of implementation and meaning-
ful results. Are the pace and efficiency of 
implementation, and problems in implementa-
tion, addressed? To what extent results have been 
generated (e.g., environmental, socioeconomic, 
institutional and policy level). 

	l Ambition, innovation, and the willingness to 
adapt. To what extent do programs and child proj-
ects aim higher in their scale and scope of change 
(e.g., covering larger geographic areas or more 
sectors, proposing new or creative solutions to 
complex problems) while assessing and managing 
risks?

	l Inclusion of stakeholders, from governments 
to communities. What is the degree of the inclu-
sion of the range of actors and organizations who 
are responsible for making decisions or who will 
be directly affected by the outcomes (e.g., cen-
tral and local governments, regulatory agencies, 
research institutions, private companies, commu-
nity groups, and civil society organizations)?

	l Planning for sustainability and scaling up. To 
what extent have programs addressed poli-
cies, strengthened institutions, and mobilized 
long-term funding?

	l Building and sharing knowledge for continu-
ous improvement. What level of attention and 
resources are devoted to monitoring and learning 
and to establishing a global platform to gener-
ate and share knowledge and apply what works in 
real-world settings?

https://www.thegef.org/what-we-do/topics/areas-beyond-national-jurisdiction
https://www.thegef.org/what-we-do/topics/great-green-wall-initiative
https://www.thegef.org/what-we-do/topics/small-island-developing-states
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TABLE 6.1  Intended contributions of GEF-8 integrated programs by focal area

Program Biodiversity
Climate 
change

Land 
degradation

Interna-
tional waters

Chemicals 
and waste

Food Systems ll ll ll £ £
Sustainable Cities ¡ ll £ ¡ ¡
Amazon, Congo, and Critical Forest Biomes ll ll ll ll ¡
Wildlife Conservation for Development ll ¡ ¡ £ £
Net-Zero Nature-Positive Accelerator ll ll ll £ £
Greening Transportation Infrastructure Dev. ll ll ll ll £
Ecosystem Restoration ll ll ll £ £
Clean and Healthy Ocean ll ¡ £ ll ¡
Circular Solutions to Plastic Pollution ll ll £ ll ll
Blue and Green Islands ll ll ll ll ¡
Eliminating Hazardous Chemicals ll ¡ £ ll £

Source: GEF Secretariat 2022a. 
Note: l = major contribution to focal area; £ = moderate contribution; ¡ = minor contribution.

Under GEF-8, the number of integrated programs 
grew from 3 to 11. While maintaining a focus on food 
and land use, sustainable cities, and SFM, the GEF 
added thematic areas such as plastic pollution, eco-
system restoration, and a dedicated program covering 
five forest biomes, including the Amazon. The expan-
sion was driven by the need for more comprehensive, 
cross-sectoral responses to multiple environmental 
crises. The 11 integrated programs are summarized in 
terms of their intended focal area contributions in 
table 6.1.

The progression from the GEF-6 IAPs to the GEF-7 
impact programs and GEF-8 integrated programs 
reflects a significant amplification in financing, 
scope, and scale. Total GEF financing for integrated 
programming increased more than fivefold—from 
$314.1 million in GEF-6 to $1.657 billion in GEF-8. The 
number of child projects more than doubled from 30 

in GEF-6 to 65 in GEF-7, and then tripled to 199 in 
GEF-8 (table  6.2).4 Notably, the average number of 
child projects per program increased from 10 in GEF-6 
to 18 in GEF-8, reflecting broader coverage and diversi-
fication across themes.

The average financing per child project declined 
from GEF-6 to GEF-8. In nominal terms, average GEF 
funding per child project decreased by 20 percent—
from $10.5  million to $8.3  million (table  6.3)—only 
slightly above the GEF-8 average of $7.6 million for all 
projects, including stand-alone ones. When expected 
cofinancing is considered, the decline in total notional 
financing per program and per child project is more 
pronounced. The most significant drop is in the aver-
age expected cofinancing and total funding per child 

4 Of the 30 child projects approved under GEF-6, 22 had 
been completed by June 30, 2025.
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TABLE 6.2  Overview of GEF integrated programming

Period/program
No. of 

programs
No. of child 

projects
Total GEF financing 

(mil. $)
Cofinancing  

(mil. $)

% of total targeted 
allocation in 

respective GEF period

GEF-6 IAPs 3 30 314.1 3,466.4 7a

GEF-7 impact programs 3 65 769.6 6,418.2 20b

GEF-8 integrated programs 11 199 1,657.0 11,254.6 32

% change GEF-6 to GEF-8 +267 +563 +428 +225 —

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
Note: IAP = integrated approach pilot. The financial figures for each program are calculated as the sum of its child projects. Total GEF 
financing includes GEF grant, Agency fee, and project preparation grant and fee.
a. Total resources programmed exclude the Country Support Program ($23 million), cross-cutting capacity development ($34 million), 
and the corporate budget ($125 million), which were all part of the total GEF-6 replenishment of $4.434 billion.
b. Targeted allocations in GEF-7 exclude the Country Support Program ($21 million) and the corporate budget ($151.9 million), which 
were part of the total GEF-7 replenishment of $4.052 billion.

to GEF-8, although this share declined from 65  per-
cent in GEF-6 to 41  percent in GEF-8 (table  6.4). In 
contrast, stand-alone projects maintained a relatively 
stable average of 34 percent in government contribu-
tions over the same period. Private sector financing, 
while low overall for integrated programs, increased 
from 1 percent in GEF-6 to 8 percent in GEF-8, aver-
aging 7  percent across replenishment periods. This 
remains significantly below the average for stand-alone 
projects, where private sector contributions averaged 
23  percent—although that share has been declining 
since GEF-6.

GEF-8 integrated programs saw a marked increase in 
country participation, with a particular emphasis on 
engaging LDCs and SIDS. The number of participating 

TABLE 6.3  Average GEF integrated programming funding by program and child project (million $)

Period/program

GEF funding Expected cofinancing Total funding

Program Child project Program Child project Program Child project

GEF-6 IAPs 104.7 10.5 1,155.5 115.5 1,260.2 126.0

GEF-7 impact programs 256.5 11.8 2,139.4 98.7 2,395.9 110.6

GEF-8 integrated programs 150.6 8.3 1,023.1 56.6 1,173.8 64.9

% change GEF-6 to GEF-8 +44 −20 −12 −51 −7 −49

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025. 
Note: IAP = integrated approach pilot. 

project (−49  percent). It is important to note that 
cofinancing figures may shift as projects move toward 
Chief Executive Officer (CEO) endorsement. Factors 
explaining the decline include a change in minimum 
the STAR contribution to integrated programs, as well 
as the increasing participation of least developed 
countries (LDCs) and small island developing states 
(SIDS) in the integrated programs, where absorp-
tive capacity, government contribution, and domestic 
cofinancing are more limited.

Integrated programs have relied more heav-
ily on government financing and less on private 
sector contributions than have stand-alone proj-
ects. Government contributions averaged 51  percent 
for integrated program child projects across GEF-6 
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countries rose from 22 in GEF-6 to 98 in GEF-8. This 
includes a rise in LDCs from 8 to 31 and the introduc-
tion of 26 SIDS, largely due to the launch of the Blue 
and Green Islands Program. Among the GEF-8 pro-
grams, Food Systems had the broadest participation 
with 32 countries; followed by Amazon, Congo, and 
Critical Forest Biomes (28), and both Sustainable Cities 
and Ecosystem Restoration (20 each). On average, 
the number of countries per program doubled—from 
8 under GEF-6 to 16.7 under GEF-8—highlighting 
the increasing need for effective intercountry coor-
dination and mechanisms for sharing knowledge and 
experience. 

6.2	 RELEVANCE 
OF INTEGRATED 
PROGRAMMING
Integrated programming is aligned with the objec-
tives of global environmental conventions and 
GEF focal areas. Table 6.1 presents the expected 
contribution of each program to these focal areas, 
and indicating the degree of alignment. Some pro-
grams—Food Systems, the Net-Zero Nature-Positive 

Accelerator, Greening Transportation Infrastructure, 
Ecosystem Restoration, and Circular Solutions to Plastic 
Pollution—are designed to contribute across nearly all 
focal areas. Others—Sustainable Cities, Wildlife Con-
servation for Development, and Clean and Healthy 
Ocean—have a more focused thematic scope.

GEF integrated programming is highly relevant to 
GEF strategic priorities and global environmental 
challenges, applying systems thinking to link global 
drivers of degradation with country‑level solutions 
and stakeholder dynamics. Child projects are increas-
ingly designed to address underlying pressures—such 
as commodity value chains, urbanization, and ille-
gal wildlife trade—through integrated interventions 
tailored to local contexts. The Global Wildlife Pro-
gram (GWP), for example, evolved from an initial focus 
on illegal wildlife trade to a broader systems approach 
that also addresses human-wildlife conflict, zoonotic 
diseases, and community‑based wildlife economies. 
Projects such as South Africa’s Strengthening Insti-
tutions, Information Management, and Monitoring 
to Reduce Illegal Wildlife Trade (GEF ID  9525) and 
Botswana’s Managing the Human-Wildlife Interface 
to Sustain Agro‑Ecosystem Services (GEF ID  9154) 

TABLE 6.4  Shares of cofinancing committed at approval by source, programmatic approach, and period (%) 

Programmatic 
approach Period

Cofinancing source

Govern-
ment

GEF 
Agency

Donor 
agency

Private 
sector CSO Beneficiaries Other

Integrated 
program

GEF-6 65 22 9 1 1 1 1

GEF-7 59 21 7 8 3 0 2

GEF-8 41 28 13 8 5 1 4

GEF-6 to GEF-8 51 25 11 7 4 0 3

Stand-alone 
project

GEF-6 33 25 7 29 2 1 3

GEF-7 38 23 13 19 3 1 5

GEF-8 30 31 10 19 2 1 7

GEF-6 to GEF-8 34 26 10 23 2 1 4

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
Note: CSO = civil society organization. Considers reported cofinancing when projects enter the work program. In calculating cofinancing 
ratios, GEF financing excludes Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees. The stand-alone project category includes 
projects from across the overall GEF portfolio.
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illustrate cross‑sectoral collaboration spanning agricul-
ture, forestry, energy, water, and urban planning. 

Similarly, Sustainable Cities has emphasized inte-
grated urban planning, capacity development, and the 
promotion of environmentally friendly policies and 
regulatory frameworks. National knowledge platforms, 
such as those established in Brazil, India, and Malaysia, 
and city‑level planning processes have enabled diag-
nostic analyses, long‑term strategies, and targeted 
priority actions. These interventions address institu-
tional capacity gaps through training programs while 
promoting sustainable urban development and gen-
erating direct environmental benefits at the local level. 
Although linkages across child projects remain lim-
ited, participation in global platform workshops has 
facilitated cross-learning and contributed to gradually 
increasing program coherence.

Under the food systems theme, the GEF’s strategic 
direction has focused on addressing key drivers of food 
systems transformation and promoting value chain 
approaches. While these programs target systemic 
drivers—including environmental, political, economic, 
sociocultural, individual, and technological factors—
and emphasize levers of change such as governance, 
finance, multistakeholder dialogue, and innovation, 
most child projects have concentrated primarily on 
the production segment. Sociocultural drivers, such as 
dietary preferences, social norms, and food traditions, 
have received limited attention.

The IAPs in GEF‑6, followed by the FOLUR Integrated 
Program (GEF‑7) and the Food Systems Impact Pro-
gram (GEF‑8), progressively adopted a value chain 
perspective. However, under GEF‑7 and GEF‑8, 
92  percent of child projects focused on production, 
while other value chain segments received far less 
emphasis: postproduction and storage (17  percent), 
processing (37 percent), aggregation (12 percent), dis-
tribution (31 percent), and consumption (10 percent). 
Integration of traditional knowledge was also limited, 
with only 9 percent of projects explicitly incorporating 

it in their design, reducing opportunities to embed 
local practices into culturally grounded and systemic 
solutions.

Under GEF‑8, integrated program child projects 
were more likely than stand‑alone projects to incor-
porate design features that enable transformational 
change. This tendency reflects strong alignment with 
GEF strategic priorities to address environmental chal-
lenges at scale. A review of 58 integrated program 
child projects and 21 stand‑alone projects (table 6.5) 
found that, while both modalities included elements 
such as knowledge exchange, capacity development, 
and systems‑level perspectives, integrated program 
projects more consistently defined system boundar-
ies; addressed contextual, policy, and capacity gaps; 
and embedded mechanisms for scaling, mainstream-
ing, and replication. They also demonstrated stronger 
multistakeholder engagement and institutional coor-
dination (discussed further in section  6.7). In terms 
of innovation (discussed further in section  6.6), inte-
grated program child projects introduced new or less 
common approaches and technologies in 71  percent 
of cases, compared with 38  percent of stand‑alone 
projects. Collectively, these features advance the GEF 
strategy to tackle the drivers of environmental deg-
radation through integrated, multisector solutions, 
enhancing the potential to deliver global environmen-
tal benefits at transformational scale. 

Despite the positive attributes of integrated pro-
gramming, the expansion to 11 integrated programs 
in GEF‑8 has introduced risks that could undermine 
long‑term relevance if not effectively managed. 
Coordination demands both within and across pro-
grams have increased significantly, with each program 
averaging 18 child projects and 17 participating coun-
tries, while average financing per child project 
declined by 20  percent. These factors make it more 
challenging to maintain program coherence and align-
ment with strategic objectives. The scale‑up from 
3 to 11 programs has also heightened the need for 
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cross‑program coordination—yet links between pro-
gramming phases remain weak, underscoring the 
importance of realistic interreplenishment planning. 
Furthermore, when programs are discontinued, the 
absence of clear exit strategies risks undermining con-
tinuity and long‑term impact, potentially diminishing 
the sustained relevance of integrated programming.

6.3	 GOVERNANCE 
OF INTEGRATED 
PROGRAMMING
GEF programs involve two types of Agencies—the 
overall program lead Agency and the individual 
child project Agencies. Participation from both cat-
egories has grown over time. The number of lead 
Agencies increased from three in GEF-7 to seven in 
GEF-8, reflecting broader institutional engagement. 
The distribution of GEF financing among child project 
Agencies has varied across funding cycles. In GEF-6, 
the top three Agencies—the World Bank ($70.7  mil-
lion, 23 percent), the International Fund for Agricultural 

Development (IFAD; $64.5  million, 21  percent), and 
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP; 
$59.0  million, 19  percent)—collectively accounted 
for 62  percent of financing. In GEF-8, while UNDP 
($419.8 million, 25 percent), the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO; $362.3 mil-
lion, 22 percent), and the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP; $219.7  million, 13  percent) were 
top recipients, the overall distribution was slightly more 
balanced, with these three Agencies accounting for 
60 percent of total financing.

Lead Agencies

The process for selecting lead Agencies at the pro-
gram level has improved since GEF-6. Agency 
selection has been guided by institutional capacity, 
thematic expertise, prior performance, and alignment 
with program objectives. Effective leadership has relied 
on having a well‑defined coordination mandate sup-
ported by sufficient resources. In the food systems 
thematic area, programmatic support roles became 

TABLE 6.5  Occurrence in GEF-8 project design documents of transformational change elements, by 
programmatic approach (%)

Element of transformational change

Integrated 
program child 

project 
(n = 58)

Stand-alone 
project 
(n = 21)

System 
description

Description of relevant system to which program is contributing 98 100

System boundaries description 91 76

Focus on 
contextual 
conditions

Policy, legal, and institutional development 86 67

Private sector participation 100 100

Government ownership and support 100 90

Policy environment 97 76

Implementation capacity 93 67

Mainstreaming 95 71

Replication 83 71

Transformational 
mechanism

Multistakeholder interactions 93 67

Upscaling 95 76

Innovation New approach/technology in the project area 71 38

Source: Project design documents for full-size projects endorsed by Chief Executive Officer as of December 31, 2024.
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more clearly defined in GEF-7 and GEF-8. For example, 
the World Bank’s leadership in FOLUR provided consis-
tent guidance across partners, while IFAD’s role in the 
RFS program supported knowledge exchange among 
executing partners. In contrast, the SFM initiative—
despite its strong thematic focus across three distinct 
biomes—faced challenges due to a lack of centralized 
coordination. With separate program frameworks, the-
ories of change, and lead Agencies, the SFM effort has 
lacked coherence, limiting integration, visibility, and 
opportunities for cross-program learning.

A 2025 IEO stakeholder survey conducted as part of 
the competitive advantage study of the GEF (GEF IEO 
forthcoming-b) found that about 75 percent of respon-
dents agreed that the selection of lead Agencies 
was broadly transparent. However, among respon-
dents from GEF Agencies, agreement dropped to 
55  percent, reflecting perceptions shaped in part by 
underlying competition among Agencies.

Changes in lead Agency can be justified, but can 
introduce transitional challenges. In the Sustain-
able Cities Program, leadership shifted from the World 
Bank in GEF-6 to UNEP in GEF-7, and back to the 
World Bank in GEF-8. The first transition was intended 
to strengthen civil society engagement, and the subse-
quent reversal to enhance private sector participation 
and scaling. As the rationale for these shifts was not 
clearly communicated, they resulted in overlapping 
efforts and inefficiencies, including the simultaneous 
operation of two global platforms. These experiences 
underscore the need for clearer decision-making and 
continuity in Agency leadership.

Child project Agencies

At the child project level, Agency selection has been 
largely influenced by country preferences, exist-
ing partnerships, and in-country Agency presence. 
Strong upstream program coordination is essential to 
reduce the risk of fragmentation. In the GWP, a wide 

range of Agencies—including the Asian Development 
Bank, Conservation International, FAO, UNDP, UNEP, 
the World Bank, and the World Wildlife Fund—were 
commonly selected. This diversity allowed countries 
to leverage Agency-specific strengths but also led to 
significant variation in implementation modalities and 
monitoring systems. Some projects focused on law 
enforcement and protected area expansion; others 
emphasized community-based conservation or infra-
structure development. 

Ensuring close alignment between country prefer-
ences and Agency expertise is vital in strengthening 
project effectiveness. For example, IFAD’s leadership 
of the RFS child project in Kenya—Establishment of the 
Upper Tana Nairobi Water Fund (GEF ID 9139)—was 
well matched to its expertise in smallholder agricul-
ture. Similarly, the designation of the United Nations 
Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) to lead 
Malaysia’s Sustainable Cities project (GEF ID 9147) 
drew on its established experience in sustainable urban 
development, including integrated approaches to 
energy, transport, and resource efficiency.

Country support

Country-level stakeholders have consistently 
expressed appreciation for integrated approaches—
an early finding highlighted in the 2018 formative 
review of the IAPs (GEF IEO 2018c). The 2025 IEO 
stakeholder survey reinforced this view, with a strong 
majority of respondents indicating that the GEF’s 
integrated programming approach is effective in 
addressing major environmental challenges. Among 
country-level stakeholders, more than 95  percent 
agreed with this assessment (figure 6.1).

An implicit indicator of country support for inte-
grated programs is their willingness to allocate 
System for Transparent Allocation of Resources 
(STAR) resources beyond the minimum required 
contribution. Countries have tended to provide 



 integration for greater impact: eighth comprehensive evaluation of the gef104

additional STAR funding when the contribution ratio 
was more favorable. Under the GEF-6 IAPs, where the 
required contribution was one STAR dollar for every 
dollar of IAP matching incentive, 23 countries par-
ticipated in 24 country child projects. Of these, 12 
countries (52 percent—including Brazil, China, Ghana, 
India, and Mexico) allocated more STAR resources than 
required, contributing an additional $44.4  million. 
In GEF-7, the required contribution increased to two 
STAR dollars per one integrated matching incentive, 
and 17 countries (33  percent—notably Brazil, China, 
Colombia, and Mozambique) still exceeded the min-
imum, adding $10 million in STAR funding. However, 
in GEF-8, with a less favorable ratio of three STAR dol-
lars for every integrated program incentive, no country 
contributed beyond the required amount.

Country support is critical to effective child project 
implementation, requiring institutional alignment, 
sustained cross-sectoral leadership, and continu-
ity across political transitions. Countries with existing 
interministerial coordination platforms and decentral-
ized governance systems are thus better positioned. 
For example, under the GWP, national governments 
formed wildlife crime units and updated protected area 
strategies. Bhutan integrated conservation into national 
development planning, while others used regional plat-
forms to harmonize laws and enforcement efforts.

In GEF SFM interventions, 75 percent of projects were 
well aligned with national priorities, while 11 percent 
showed only partial alignment. Stronger alignment was 
evident in Brazil, where projects supported national 
deforestation prevention plans and the National Plan 
for Environmental and Territorial Management in 
Indigenous Lands. In Benin, projects aligned with the 
Forest Strategy, National Biodiversity Protection Strat-
egy, and National Action Plan against Desertification. 
In contrast, in countries such as those in the Congo 
Basin, as well as in Colombia and Peru, weak coordi-
nation among key ministries resulted in fragmented 
implementation and weaker political support.

In the Sustainable Cities Impact Program, a key chal-
lenge has been translating national-level commitment 
into effective local action, as municipal authorities 
often lack the mandates or resources required for inte-
grated urban planning.

In the case of Food Systems programs, Colombia, 
Ghana, and Indonesia developed jurisdictional models 
linking commodity value chains with land use gov-
ernance, supported by close collaboration among 
agriculture, planning, and environment ministries. 
Engagement strategies increasingly included multi-
stakeholder participation, as in Tanzania in FOLUR 
(GEF ID 10262, World Wildlife Fund–US [WWF-US]) 

FIGURE 6.1  Distribution of stakeholder perceptions on whether GEF integrated programming approach is 
effective in tackling major environmental challenges
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Source: GEF IEO stakeholder survey conducted as part of GEF IEO forthcoming-b.
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as well as in RFS (GEF ID 9132, IFAD), incorporating 
gender and social inclusion in the design. However, 
in GEF-8, the short time frame provided to prepare 
concept notes limited the opportunity for thorough 
consultations with key ministries, reducing the depth 
of ownership and alignment during design. In Peru, for 
example, some government agencies with key respon-
sibilities for food systems were only consulted once 
the project was nearly fully designed. Cross-case study 
observations and interviews in Ghana, Indonesia, and 
Tanzania raised concerns about the time needed to 
start country projects involving multiple commodities 
and agencies, each with different food systems prior-
ities. This includes the time needed to meaningfully 
engage a range of relevant stakeholders, establish plat-
forms, and refine objectives and activities within the 
broader food systems agenda.

6.4	 EFFECTIVENESS
Environmental and 
socioeconomic outcomes

Evidence on outcomes is still emerging, as rela-
tively few child projects have reached completion. 
To date, outcome ratings for GEF-6 IAP child proj-
ects are comparable to those of stand-alone projects. 
Only 22 GEF-6 IAP child projects have completed 
terminal evaluations, with 93 percent of these achiev-
ing outcomes in the satisfactory range, compared to 
86 percent of stand-alone projects—a difference that 
is not statistically significant. These findings may evolve 
as more GEF-6 and GEF-7 integrated programming 
child projects reach completion.

A large language model analysis of terminal evalua-
tions for the 22 integrated program child projects and 
43 stand-alone projects comparable in terms of region 
and focal area found that certain environmental results 
were reported more frequently for integrated program 
child projects across five categories (figure 6.2). These 
categories and illustrative child projects are as follows:

	l Sustainable land management: Kenya’s water fund 
project (GEF ID 9139), which improved soil nutrient 
retention

	l Greenhouse gas mitigation: Ethiopia’s Integrated 
Landscape Management to Enhance Food Secu-
rity and Ecosystem Resilience (GEF ID 9135, UNDP), 
which decreased greenhouse gas emissions by an 
estimated 17,500 metric tons of carbon dioxide 
equivalent through biogas, solar, and fuel-efficient 
technologies

	l Improved water management, including water 
harvesting and watershed conservation: Senegal’s 
Agricultural Value Chains Resilience Support Proj-
ect (GEF ID 9134, IFAD), which led to more efficient 
water use

	l Land restoration: Niger’s Family Farming Devel-
opment Programme (GEF ID 9136, IFAD), which 
rehabilitated 31,354 hectares of degraded land 

	l Protected area creation or enhancement: Ghana’s 
Sustainable Land and Water Management Project, 
Second Additional Financing (GEF ID 9340, World 
Bank), which reduced encroachment and promoted 
sustainable nontimber forest product harvesting.

IAP child projects have demonstrated stronger per-
formance than stand-alone projects for some GEF-6 
corporate core indicators (table 6.6). A review of 
GEF-6 corporate core indicators suggests that the 
environmental and socioeconomic benefits from IAP 
child projects are broadly comparable to those from 
stand-alone projects, with some areas of stronger per-
formance by IAP child projects. Integrated program 
child projects demonstrated higher achievement rates 
(percentage of targets achieved at completion) within 
a narrower set of focal areas, particularly biodiver-
sity and climate change mitigation. For example, IAP 
child projects achieved 189 percent of their target for 
improved management of landscapes and seascapes 
for biodiversity conservation, compared to 97  per-
cent for stand-alone projects. Similarly, in greenhouse 
gas mitigation, IAP child projects reached 173 percent 



 integration for greater impact: eighth comprehensive evaluation of the gef106

of their target, versus 123  percent for stand-alone 
projects.

Stand-alone projects addressed a broader range of 
focal areas, including water resources and chemicals 
management—areas not targeted by IAP child proj-
ects under GEF-6. For instance, stand-alone projects 
achieved their target for integrated management in 
three freshwater basins and disposed of 6,941 metric 
tons of persistent organic pollutants, achieving 66 per-
cent of a 10,563 metric ton target.

Findings on socioeconomic benefits under inte-
grated programming are broadly consistent with 
those from the overall GEF portfolio. Integrated 
programming projects show frequent and diverse 
benefits but also persistent challenges in inclu-
sion, sustainability, and scaling of impact. RFS and 

GWP projects, for example, demonstrated tan-
gible community-level benefits by promoting 
climate-smart agriculture, sustainable supply chains, 
and wildlife-based enterprises. For example, in 
Nigeria (GEF ID 9143) and Ethiopia (GEF ID 9135), 
farmers adopted improved practices that bolstered 
yields and food security. Brazil’s Taking Deforestation 
Out of the Soy Supply Chain (GEF ID 9617, UNDP) 
leveraged green finance for zero-deforestation com-
pliance. Wildlife projects, notably in Mozambique, 
engaged communities through corridor mapping and 
nature-based livelihoods, enhancing local ownership 
and income diversification.

Limitations to the achievement of socio-
economic benefits are apparent, however. Many 
programs struggled to systematically include margin-
alized groups, and the use of financial incentives for 

FIGURE 6.2  Frequency of environmental benefits reported for integrated program child projects and 
stand-alone projects
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sustainable practices remained more aspirational than 
realized. The ambition of integrated approaches often 
outpaced available local capacity, curtailing imple-
mentation. Inclusion strategies, while present in some 
portfolios, lacked consistent application, and behav-
ior change initiatives—such as community boards 
or demand reduction campaigns—showed limited 
uptake or measurable impact. Issues related to inclu-
sion are further discussed in section 6.7. 

Results at the institutional 
and policy levels

Integrated programming has sought to shift insti-
tutional dynamics and align national policies with 
global environmental objectives. While substantial 
progress has been made, institutional transformation is 
constrained by political, technical, and financial short-
falls and a lack of documentation. Across the Food 
Systems programs, notable strides were made in estab-
lishing institutional coordination mechanisms. Nearly 
three-quarters of child projects created or reinforced 
multisector platforms, bringing together ministries of 
agriculture, environment, and planning. Under FOLUR, 

TABLE 6.6  Achievement of GEF-6 corporate environmental indicators by programmatic approach

GEF-6 corporate indicator

Integrated programs 
(GEF financing = $175 mil.)

Stand-alone projects 
(GEF financing = $331 mil.)

Aggregate 
targeta

Achieved at 
completion

Aggregate 
targeta

Achieved at 
completion

Landscape and seascape area under improved 
management for biodiversity conservation 15,203 ha 28,713 ha 

(189% of target) 16,713 ha 16,281 ha 
(97% of target)

Production landscapes under improved 
management 1,883. ha 1,459 ha 

(77% of target) 2,602 ha 1,878 ha 
(72% of target)

Freshwater basins in which water-food-energy-
ecosystem security and conjunctive management 
of surface and groundwater is taking place

n.a. n.a. 3 basins 3 basins 
(100% of target)

Globally overexploited fisheries moved to more 
sustainable levels n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

CO2e emissions avoided 185,537 MT 321,527 MT 
(173% of target) 171,462 MT 211,000 MT 

(123% of target)

POPs (PCBs, obsolete pesticides) disposed n.a. n.a. 10,563 MT 6,941 MT 
(66% of target)

Mercury reduced n.a. n.a. 3 MT 31 MT 
(934% of target)

ODP (HCFC) reduced/phased out n.a. n.a. 6 MT 6 MT 
(100% of target)

Source: Project documentation and GEF Secretariat 2018.
Note: n.a. = not applicable. CO2e = carbon dioxide equivalent; ha  = hectare; HCFC  =  hydrochlorofluorocarbon; MT = metric ton; 
ODP = ozone depletion potential; PCB = polychlorinated biphenyl; POP = persistent organic pollutant. Results are aggregated for 147 
GEF-6 projects financed through the GEF Trust Fund with validated terminal evaluations available as of June 30, 2025, and 7 closed 
GEF-6 projects from integrated programs that have submitted terminal evaluations to the GEF Portal but have not yet been validated. 
Excludes enabling activities, projects with less than $500,000 in GEF financing, and projects from the Small Grants Programme. Cumula-
tive GEF financing is for 127 projects that provided achievement data (including no achievement) at completion for at least one indicator: 
16 child projects of integrated programs, 13 child projects from other programs, and 98 stand-alone projects. 
a. Aggregate target for projects that provide achievement data (including no achievement) at completion.
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90  percent of projects incorporated explicit 
cross-sector coordination. In Peru’s FOLUR project—
Deforestation Free Commodity Supply Chains in the 
Peruvian Amazon (GEF ID 10307, UNDP)—policy 
adjustments were introduced to align land tenure 
instruments with the European Union Deforestation 
Regulation, helping formalize rights for smallholders 
and integrate them into sustainable supply chains.

The GWP advanced institutional frameworks in coun-
tries facing severe biodiversity threats and illegal 
wildlife trade. In Thailand, this helped enhance law 
enforcement capacity through the introduction of 
DNA/NMR-based forensic tools and the IBM i2 crim-
inal intelligence system. Gabon established a regional 
ivory traceability laboratory using genetic technol-
ogies, providing services across Central Africa. In 
Mozambique, national authorities implemented a 
traceable timber regulation system as well as georefer-
encing of elephant corridors, and projects helped draft 
national wildlife crime strategies involving the judi-
ciary, police, and customs. 

The Sustainable Cities Integrated Program helped 
create urban platforms involving local governments, 
infrastructure authorities, and civil society. In Sene-
gal and Malaysia, cities developed integrated urban 
development plans that mainstreamed biodiversity 
and climate resilience. The program also helped cities 
revise zoning regulations to account for ecosystem ser-
vices and flood risks and enabled cities in Brazil and 
India to explore circular economy policies and public 
procurement reforms.

Policy coherence for environmental benefits was 
often diagnosed but not consistently addressed 
or documented. In the Food Systems programs, 
71  percent of child projects identified policy mis-
alignments—such as subsidies for land conversion 
or input-intensive farming—yet fewer than half 
implemented mechanisms to correct them. Many 
interventions were led by environment ministries, 
which often lacked the convening authority to align 

with agriculture and planning ministries. Some pos-
itive examples emerged, as in Ghana’s Landscape 
Restoration and Ecosystem Management for Sustain-
able Food Systems (GEF ID 10348, World Bank) and 
Reversing Land Degradation Trends and Increasing 
Food Security in Degraded Ecosystems of Semi-arid 
Areas of Central Tanzania (GEF ID 9132, IFAD), which 
demonstrated cross-ministry collaboration during 
project design. In contrast, in Peru (GEF ID 10307), 
agriculture and environment ministries were engaged 
late, limiting alignment with broader food systems 
policies. In the Sustainable Cities Program, while 
urban plans were updated, alignment with national 
development or finance ministries was often miss-
ing, constraining downstream implementation and 
investment. 

An obstacle to policy coherence noted across pro-
grams was insufficient institutional capacity at the 
subnational level. Local agencies often lacked staff, 
funding, or legal authority to implement reforms. The 
turnover of key officials and staff at the municipal and 
provincial levels disrupted continuity of policy work.

6.5	 EFFICIENCY
Implementation timelines for integrated program-
ming have improved across GEF replenishment 
cycles. As of June 2025, 27  percent of GEF-6 child 
projects remained under implementation, with partic-
ularly high rates under the Sustainable Cities Program 
(42  percent of child projects still ongoing). By com-
parison, most GEF-7 impact program child projects are 
currently under implementation, with only a few pend-
ing despite CEO endorsement—one SFM drylands 
project in Kenya and four FOLUR projects in Guate-
mala, India, Madagascar, and Malaysia.

Nearly all integrated program child proj-
ects and stand-alone projects under GEF-6 
experienced implementation delays, largely due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic (figure 6.3). By GEF-7, child 
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projects—particularly those under Food Systems and 
Sustainable Cities—were less likely to report delays 
than stand-alone projects, with a particularly notable 
improvement in Sustainable Cities. In contrast, for the 
GWP and the SFM program, delay rates were compa-
rable between child and stand-alone projects.

The improved implementation trajectory of integrated 
program child projects from GEF-6 to GEF-7 reflects 
both the easing of pandemic-related disruptions 
and proactive efforts by the GEF and its partners to 
strengthen project design and streamline child project 
approval. In particular, clearer definition of roles and 
responsibilities between coordination units and child 
projects—supported by more detailed terms of refer-
ence—helped establish stronger program governance 
from GEF-7 onward.

In spite of these improvements, integrated program-
ming continues to face implementation challenges. 
Figure 6.4 presents the findings from a large lan-
guage model analysis of implementation issues 
reported for 20 integrated program child projects 

and 39 stand-alone projects comparable in terms of 
CEO endorsement dates, countries, and focal areas. 
GEF-7-approved projects, identifying the typology 
and frequency of different implementation issues. 
The analysis found that both sets of projects reported 
facing similar challenges. For instance, under GEF-7, 
both modalities continued to experience implemen-
tation delays related to the COVID-19 pandemic and 
struggled with stakeholder coordination. However, 
some issues appeared to be relatively more preva-
lent in integrated program child projects—and the 
differences were statistically significant: financial 
delays, such as difficulties in securing or disbursing 
committed funds; limited staff capacity, including tech-
nical expertise gaps and recruitment delays; and 
political disruptions, such as shifts in government prior-
ities, leadership changes, or broader instability. These 
challenges partly reflect the greater complexity, diver-
sity of partners, and higher technical skill requirements 
inherent to an integrated program setting, all of which 
place additional pressure on project teams.

FIGURE 6.3  Percentages of integrated program child projects and matched stand-alone projects reporting 
activity delays

92.3%
(n = 14)

92.3%
(n = 6)

100.0%
(n = 2)

100.0%
(n = 8)

100.0%
(n = 14) 87.5%

(n = 19)

100.0%
(n = 6)

50.0%
(n = 2)

87.5%
(n = 8)

90.0%
(n = 10)

GEF-6 GEF-7

Integrated program child project Stand-alone project

Food Systems Food SystemsSustainable Cities Sustainable Cities Global Wildlife 
and SFM

Source: Project implementation reports and midterm reviews.
Note: SFM = sustainable forest management.



 integration for greater impact: eighth comprehensive evaluation of the gef110

FIGURE 6.4  Frequency of various implementation issues reported for GEF-7 integrated program child 
projects and stand-alone projects
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GEF-8 integrated programs are generally 
well-positioned for timely implementation, with most 
child projects having already received CEO endorse-
ment (figure 6.5). Notably, newer programs—such as 
Eliminating Hazardous Chemicals from Supply Chains, 
Circular Solutions to Plastic Pollution (now Plastic 
Reboot), and Ecosystem Restoration—have advanced 
more rapidly than stand-alone projects, partly due 
to their earlier approval by the GEF Council, which 
gave them a head start in launching implementation 
activities.

Implementation timelines for integrated program 
child projects are comparable to, or slightly shorter 
than, those of stand-alone projects. An analysis of 
key timeline indicators—such as the time elapsed 
from project approval to CEO endorsement—shows 
that integrated program child projects generally 

reached critical milestones within similar, or in some 
cases shorter, time frames than stand-alone proj-
ects (table  6.7), although the difference was modest 
(around one month).5 

5 There are some qualifications on the comparability between 
the cohorts of child projects under GEF-6, GEF-7, and GEF-8. 
For example, the GEF introduced efficiency measures in 
2018 requiring full-size projects to progress from project 
identification form approval to CEO endorsement within 18 
months. Child projects under GEF-6 IAPs that received CEO 
endorsement in 2016 and 2017 were prepared before the 
introduction of the 18-month requirement. Also, as the eval-
uation of the Sustainable Cities Integrated Program suggests, 
child project implementation delays also depend on dura-
tion of project implementation (GEF IEO forthcoming-r). 
After adjusting for this, differences in implementation delays 
between GEF-6 and GEF-7 are lessened.
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Performance ratings for project implementation, 
execution, and monitoring and evaluation (M&E) 
show minimal differences between closed IAP 
child projects and stand-alone projects, with one 
important exception. A review of 22 GEF-6 terminal 
evaluations found that both project types performed 

well in implementation and execution quality, with 
100 percent of child projects rated in the satisfactory 
range for both dimensions, compared to slightly lower 
percentages of stand-alone projects (95  percent for 
quality of implementation and 91  percent for qual-
ity of execution); these differences are not statistically 
significant. M&E design ratings were also compara-
ble, with 73 percent of child projects and 88 percent 
of stand-alone projects rated in the satisfactory range, 
again without significant difference. However, for M&E 
implementation, IAP child projects performed signifi-
cantly better, with 100 percent rated in the satisfactory 
range, compared with 79 percent for stand-alone proj-
ects, indicating more consistent application of M&E 
systems.

In integrated programming, tight timelines have 
sometimes conflicted with the goal of designing 
inclusive and well-coordinated child projects. The 
Food Systems evaluation highlighted the challenge of 
reconciling the complex, multisectoral nature of food 
systems transformation with the limited time allowed 

TABLE 6.7  Median elapsed time from PIF 
approval to CEO endorsement

GEF 
period

Integrated program 
child projects

Stand-alone 
projects

Months n Months n

GEF-6 20 30 22 314

GEF-7 23 57 24 332

GEF-8 18 83 19 99

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025. 
Note: CEO = Chief Executive Officer; PIF = project identification 
form. Data are not included for five GEF-8 integrated programs 
(Sustainable Cities, Clean and Healthy Ocean, Greening 
Transportation Infrastructure Development, and Wild Life 
Conservation for Development) because the majority of projects 
from these programs are still under preparation and it is too early 
to calculate a median.

FIGURE 6.5  GEF-8 integrated program child project activity cycle status
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for project preparation (GEF IEO forthcoming-h). 
Under GEF-8, Agencies reported that the short 
timeline set by the GEF Secretariat for submitting 
expressions of interest and concept notes constrained 
consultation processes. As a result, some propos-
als lacked clear input from key government ministries, 
including those responsible for agriculture and trade, 
limiting cross-sectoral alignment and potentially 
affecting national ownership. For programs and child 
projects aiming to promote behavioral change and 
drive systemic transformation, insufficient time for 
stakeholder consultation represents a significant risk.

6.6	 INNOVATION
Innovation in integrated programming has been 
seen as a key vehicle for transformational change. 
Integrated programming has supported institutional 
innovations that link policy, finance, and multisectoral 
actors. Challenges to innovation include limited finan-
cial incentives and gaps in integrated program learning 
mechanisms. GEF-8 integrated program child proj-
ects have a medium-level risk profile for innovation: 
moving forward, this may need to be adjusted to the 
higher-risk ambitions set in the recent GEF risk appe-
tite statement (GEF 2024b). 

Integrated programming has sought to promote 
system-level innovations—such as institutional 
arrangements, multistakeholder platforms, and 
policy integration—that were difficult to achieve 
through stand-alone projects. The GGP piloted 
market-based mechanisms to control deforestation 
in commodity supply chain development, promot-
ing public-private partnerships and developing tools 
such as the Soy Toolkit (Brazil, Paraguay) and the 
RESPOND online tool, which offers companies stan-
dards for assessing environmental and social risks. The 
Sustainable Cities IAP in China introduced integrated 
land use and transit-oriented development planning 
aligned with targets for low-carbon urban mobility. 
Under the RFS IAP, the Kenya project (GEF ID 9139) 

supported the creation of a water fund and a payment 
for ecosystem services mechanism, which bridged con-
servation financing and water security. Ethiopia’s RFS 
project (GEF ID 9135) deployed farmer field schools, 
integrated with climate information services, enabling 
adaptive management of agro-ecological systems.

However, several limitations are associated with the 
innovation opportunities of integrated programming:

	l Innovations were often underdocumented.

	l Integrated programs rarely included dedicated 
learning mechanisms to incubate, refine, and scale 
new ideas. 

	l The pressure to meet tight preparation and proj-
ect cycle timelines could potentially discourage 
risk-taking, participatory design, and the incubation 
of new ideas, which often require time for proof of 
concept and small-scale piloting.

Under GEF-8, integrated program child projects 
exhibit a medium level of innovation risk. The GEF 
risk appetite statement sets higher ambitions for 
innovation, aiming for a high-risk profile. As shown 
in figure  6.6, GEF-8 integrated program child proj-
ects generally have a higher innovation risk than 
stand-alone projects. However, the distribution of 
these ratings confirms that integrated program child 
projects remain at a medium innovation risk level, 
below the high-risk threshold targeted in the risk 
appetite statement. These findings align with broader 
evaluation evidence indicating a moderate risk-taking 
approach in integrated programming. Going forward, 
satisfying the GEF’s appetite for higher innovation risk 
may require a shift toward greater risk tolerance.

6.7	 STAKEHOLDER 
INCLUSION
Transformational change requires collaboration 
among diverse stakeholders across multiple sectors 
and segments of society. Integrated programming 

https://www.soytoolkit.net/
https://www.wwf.sg/respond/
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has pursued inclusive, multiconstituency engagement, 
showing both progress and gaps.

	l Food Systems programs used multisectoral plat-
forms to align national and local government actors, 
civil society, and occasionally private sector entities, 
helping to foster changes in agricultural and envi-
ronmental practices. 

	l The Sustainable Cities Program featured multi-
level stakeholder engagement, with national and 
municipal participation and contributions from 
global networks like ICLEI—Local Governments 
for Sustainability and C40 Cities, a network of 
mayors from larger cities around the world. Com-
munity involvement was substantial in Latin 
America, where projects supported inclusive urban 
infrastructure. It was more limited or late-stage 
elsewhere. 

	l The GWP demonstrated a broad approach to 
stakeholder inclusion, engaging government 
agencies, civil society, Indigenous Peoples and 
local communities, the private sector, and aca-
demia. It promoted coordination across ministries 
and government levels, with notable structures 

like Thailand’s Wildlife Enforcement Network 
and Mozambique’s anti-poaching center. Civil 
society played a key role, but results varied by coun-
try; while partnerships in Kenya and Viet Nam 
supported national and subregional legal frame-
works, such engagement was not uniformly deep. 
Academic contributions, such as Gabon’s ivory lab 
and research partnerships in South Africa, added 
technical depth. Consistency in stakeholder influ-
ence and sustained engagement across contexts 
remains a challenge.

Private sector

Across the GEF’s integrated programming, private 
sector engagement has advanced gradually but is still 
below its potential to drive sustainability and transfor-
mational change. 

The Sustainable Cities IAP revealed both the opportu-
nities and the limitations of engaging with the private 
sector at the municipal level. The program sought to 
engage private actors through targeted public-private 
partnerships. In some cities, this led to successful 

FIGURE 6.6  Distribution of median risk ratings for child projects of integrated programs and stand-alone 
projects in GEF-8
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initiatives in waste management, renewable energy, and 
transportation. For example, cities in India and Mexico 
partnered with private firms to deploy biodigesters and 
electric vehicles. However, many cities lacked institu-
tional frameworks, technical capacity, or procurement 
mechanisms to organize viable public-private partner-
ships. For example, Johannesburg, South Africa, and 
Vijayawada, India, encountered delays and diminished 
uptake due to bureaucratic complexity, inadequate out-
reach, and unclear incentive systems. 

In Dakar, Senegal, the focus was on institutional 
strengthening rather than infrastructure investment. 
The project supported integrated urban planning and 
solid waste management by improving coordination 
at the metropolitan level, developing a strategic plan, 
and enhancing planning and budgeting processes. 
While no new waste facility was built, the project 
engaged the private sector through consultations and 
capacity building, particularly around service delivery 
models, preparing critical groundwork for more effec-
tive private sector collaboration in the future.

As part of Food Systems integrated programming, 
the GGP attempted to promote systemic change 
in the beef, soy, and palm oil supply chains through 
coordinated interventions on supply and demand. 
Engagement spanned global multinationals (e.g., 
COFCO, Unilever, McDonald’s, Nestlé), national firms 
(e.g., Wilmar, Musim Mas), and financial institutions. The 
GGP piloted blended finance models—particularly via 
the International Finance Corporation—which mobi-
lized significant private capital, including a $288 million 
prefinancing facility for COFCO and a $200  million 
green loan to Louis Dreyfus Company. Tools such as 
the Soy Toolkit (to support soy traders and retailers in 
responsible sourcing practices) were adopted, but there 
is no clear evidence of permanent changes in sourcing 
behavior or systemic regulatory shifts. 

RFS adopted a more localized and inclusive model, 
engaging the private sector through support to pro-
ducer organizations; micro, small, and medium 

enterprises; and women’s cooperatives. In Nigeria and 
Uganda, contract farming and value chain agreements 
were brokered. In Eswatini and Niger, market-oriented 
partnerships with processors and financial actors were 
forged. Nonetheless, much of the private sector con-
tribution remained in-kind and narrowly earmarked. 
Without stronger incentives and financial innovation, 
scaling and systemic influence were constrained.

The FOLUR program broadened the GGP’s private 
sector engagement by supporting diverse initiatives, 
such as partnerships with cocoa processors in Papua 
New Guinea and green finance in Thailand. How-
ever, outcomes remain uneven and at an early stage. 
Structural barriers—including weak demand-side 
reforms, limited business incentives, and underdevel-
oped financial systems—hamper progress. Looking 
ahead, the GEF-8 Food Systems Integrated Program 
aims to promote blended finance and support small 
and medium enterprises and producer groups, which 
requires addressing regulatory and financing gaps and 
aligning sustainability with market competitiveness.

In other integrated programs, such as the SFM and the 
GWP, private sector engagement was more limited 
in scale and strategic focus. In the SFM portfolio, sup-
port often centered on small and medium enterprises, 
including community-based ventures in sustainable 
timber and nontimber products. Although such efforts 
generated local benefits, they struggled to achieve 
scale because of market access constraints, weak 
investment links, and unresolved land tenure issues. 
Larger private actors, including agribusiness and for-
estry companies, were engaged only sporadically, 
reined in by unclear regulatory frameworks and insuf-
ficient incentives.

Social inclusion

The approach to inclusion in GEF integrated pro-
gramming has evolved from GEF-6 to GEF-8, with 
increasing attention to gender and Indigenous 
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Peoples and a growing recognition of youth. 
GEF-7 introduced stronger requirements for gender 
mainstreaming and engagement with Indigenous com-
munities, while GEF-8 linked inclusion more explicitly 
to transformational change goals. However, evidence 
of efforts to include persons with disabilities continues 
to be scanty.

Gender inclusion has advanced significantly. 
GEF-6 programs, notably the RFS and the GGP, 
incorporated gender mainly through participatory 
approaches. GEF-7’s FOLUR program went further 
by embedding gender in landscape planning and 
policy processes, and GEF-8’s Food Systems inte-
grated gender into its theory of change. Progress 
included women’s increased access to technical train-
ing, income-generating activities, and influence in 
decision-making. Nigeria’s RFS project (GEF ID 9143) 
partnered with the Women Farmers’ Advancement 
Network to strengthen women’s roles in rice and 
groundnut value chains. FOLUR’s Inclusive Sustainable 
Rice Landscapes in Thailand (GEF ID 10268, UNEP) 
project applied gender-sensitive policies and included 
gender indicators in its monitoring systems. Both proj-
ects reported improvements in women’s participation 
in rural organizations and access to services.

Nonetheless, limitations remain. Many projects 
focused on participation quotas or awareness raising 
without addressing control over resources. Gender 
expertise within project teams was often weak, and 
monitoring systems prioritized activity counts over 
transformational outcomes, such as access to land or 
credit. In Ghana, the RFS Sustainable Land and Water 
Management Project (GEF ID 9340, World Bank) 
increased women’s incomes but failed to address 
intra-household power dynamics, generating tensions 
over income management. Intersectional dimen-
sions, such as those affecting young or Indigenous 
women—while not a policy requirement—were rarely 
considered. 

The inclusion of Indigenous Peoples has improved 
over time, especially in GEF-7 and GEF-8, although 
institutional and cultural barriers persist. Early efforts 
under SFM programs prior to GEF-7 were inconsis-
tent, particularly in areas with land tenure disputes. 
Where clear equity frameworks were applied, projects 
enhanced Indigenous participation in governance and 
management. However, support for Indigenous orga-
nizations and enterprises often lacked continuity. In 
Latin America, Food Systems projects in Ecuador and 
Peru promoted intercultural dialogue and steward-
ship. The FOLUR child project in Peru (GEF ID 10307) 
worked with Shawi and Awajun communities to align 
sustainable land management with Indigenous Peo-
ples’ development priorities.

Youth inclusion remains limited across the GEF port-
folio, though promising examples are emerging. 
Food Systems projects offered training to young farm-
ers on sustainable practices and value chains. Nigeria’s 
RFS project (GEF ID 9143) targeted youth through 
information and communications technologies-based 
community monitoring and nutrition awareness. In 
Burkina Faso and Kenya, projects have supported 
thousands of young people through training, entre-
preneurship, and nature-based enterprises, while 
GEF-8 has engaged YPARD to promote co-creation 
and youth-friendly policies. More frequently, youth 
have been grouped generically under “vulnera-
ble groups” without targeted strategies, funding, or 
decision-making roles. Dedicated youth components 
and monitoring systems have largely been absent 
across programs.

6.8	 SUSTAINABILITY 
AND SCALABILITY
Sustainability and scalability are critical for achieving 
transformational change, ensuring that environmental 
and socioeconomic gains endure and expand beyond 
project timelines. Integrated programs have sought 
to embed these dimensions through institutional 

https://www.ypard.net/
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anchoring and multilevel planning. Limited investment 
in postproduction value chains, underdeveloped finan-
cial and exit strategies, and weak regional linkages have 
constrained their potential to deliver broader and last-
ing results.

Sustainability

Sustainability outcomes of 22 GEF-6 IAP child proj-
ects are broadly comparable to those of stand-alone 
projects, with 73 percent rated as likely sustainable. 
Although this is slightly lower than the 80 percent seen 
in stand-alone child projects, the difference is not sta-
tistically significant. However, the analysis is based on 
a limited number of terminal evaluations, and findings 
may change as more projects are completed. 

Program and project designs increasingly reflect 
sustainability goals, particularly environmen-
tal ones, but place less emphasis on economic and 
financial sustainability. From GEF-7 onward, pro-
gram theories of change included sustainability 
considerations. For example, the RFS IAP promoted 
agro-ecosystem resilience, integrated landscape man-
agement, and community ownership. The Sustainable 
Cities IAP applied tools such as land use planning and 
transit-oriented development to embed sustainability 
in urban systems. Yet, many Food Systems child proj-
ects underemphasized exit strategies and postproject 
financing. In FOLUR, few projects operationalized sus-
tainability through institutional pathways or budgetary 
commitments—particularly in relation to public-private 
platforms. A notable exception in this regard is the 
Amazon Sustainable Landscapes Program, which has 
supported innovative sustainable finance mechanisms 
for forest conservation—representing a significant 
achievement in mobilizing resources and ensuring 
long-term impact.

Achieving sustainability remains a signifi-
cant challenge, particularly in institutionalizing 
gains, ensuring financial viability, and sustaining 

stakeholder engagement beyond project closure. 
Strong institutional anchoring has proven the most 
consistent enabler. For example, in the Amazon Sus-
tainable Landscapes Program (GEF ID 9272, World 
Bank, UNDP, and WWF-US), community-based con-
servation was integrated with national protected 
area systems, linking local stewardship to national 
policy. Under the GWP, Gabon’s project on Wild-
life and Human-Elephant Conflicts Management 
(GEF ID 9212, World Bank) established regional 
genetic analysis facilities for enforcement continuity. 
The project Strengthening Institutions, Information 
Management and Monitoring to Reduce the Rate of 
Illegal Wildlife Trade in South Africa (GEF ID 9525, 
UNEP) used long-range radio frequency technology 
for cost-effective poaching surveillance. Still, sus-
tainability was often constrained by weak integration 
between conservation governance and community 
livelihood options. GEF-8’s Wildlife Conservation for 
Development integrated program recognizes this and 
emphasizes livelihood diversification and governance 
strengthening.

Food Systems programs have promoted environ-
mental sustainability gains through efforts to curb 
deforestation and conserve biodiversity. For instance, 
Ethiopia’s FOLUR project (GEF ID 10243, UNDP) inte-
grates coffee supply chain sustainability with forest 
protection through cooperative and state-led efforts. 
The family farming project in Niger (GEF ID 9136) 
trained over 13,000 farmers in natural resource man-
agement via farmer field schools, while a project in 
Burkina Faso—Participatory Natural Resource Man-
agement and Rural Development Project in the North, 
Centre-North and East Regions (GEF ID 9141, IFAD)—
combined land tenure security with technical and 
financial support, enabling sustained land use practices 
by clarifying rights and reducing risk for smallholders. 
However, many projects continued to focus on primary 
production, with weaker attention to value chain inte-
gration, food waste, or dietary shifts, key components 
of sustainable food systems transformation.
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Scalability

Scalability in integrated programs has progressed 
through localized and institutional pathways, but 
the challenge lies in strengthening cross-project 
integration and regional linkages. For example, the 
GEF’s Food Systems programs have promoted scal-
ability by embedding interventions across multiple 
levels, notably landscape and national levels. Child 
projects under FOLUR, Food Systems, and the RFS 
engaged a wide base of actors (83 percent with civil 
society organizations, 79  percent with communities). 
Food Systems also increasingly bridges local action 
with national policy and financial systems. For instance, 
IAP projects in Burundi and Côte d’Ivoire—Support 
for Sustainable Food Production and Enhancement 
of Food Security and Climate Resilience in Burun-
di’s Highlands (GEF ID 9178, FAO) and Scaling up 
Cocoa-based Food Systems, Land Use and Resto-
ration/Transformative Innovations in Côte d’Ivoire 
(GEF ID 10247, FAO, UNIDO, and UNDP)—illustrate 
efforts to address horizontal and vertical policy coher-
ence. Coordination projects have improved internal 
alignment, helping translate program intentions into 
child-level design. Cross-border linkages, such as Indo-
nesia’s outreach to buyer networks, is far less frequent.

Under Sustainable Cities, measures to support the scal-
ing of results feature national knowledge platforms 
to share knowledge on key sectors and implemen-
tation efficiency. These include the Swachh Bharat 
Mission Digital Platform to manage data regarding 
waste management in Indian states and cities, and the 
transit-oriented development strategy prepared in 
China—both efforts undertaken under respective Sus-
tainable Cities IAP projects. The platforms can be used 
by local and national-level governments for planning 
and replication. 

The GWP presents a useful model for scaling by com-
bining regional cooperation, innovation, and policy 
reform. The program spans most of Africa, Asia, and 
Latin America, while expanding thematically to 

address One Health concerns. Other successes in scal-
ing include Indonesia’s women-led ranger groups, 
inspired by earlier implementation in Zimbabwe, and 
Gabon’s ivory traceability lab, now serving regional 
needs. In Mozambique, drawing on project experi-
ence, national authorities implemented a traceable 
timber regulation system as well as georeferencing of 
elephant corridors and drafted national wildlife crime 
strategies involving the judiciary, police, and cus-
toms. In Ethiopia, also based on project experience, 
legislation amendments were introduced to address 
penalties for wildlife crime and establishment of 
the Ethiopian Wildlife Development and Conserva-
tion Authority—thus scaling from project to policy. 
Constraining factors in scaling efforts included 
country-focused project management and frag-
mented funding, which challenged regional efforts and 
exchanges. Inconsistent reporting also undermined 
systematized learning.

6.9	 KNOWLEDGE 
MANAGEMENT
Coordination and knowledge management have 
been central priorities of GEF integrated program-
ming, supported by dedicated funding to promote 
system-level learning and the replication of effec-
tive practices across countries and regions. Compared 
to stand-alone projects, integrated programming has 
pursued more ambitious goals for coordination and 
knowledge exchange, with the share of funding allo-
cated to global coordination platforms increasing from 
8 percent in GEF-6 to 11 percent in GEF-8.

Within the Food Systems programs, however, the 
proportion of budgets devoted to coordination and 
knowledge management declined—from 10 percent in 
GEF-6 (RFS) to 9 percent in GEF-7 (FOLUR) and 7 per-
cent in GEF-8 (Food Systems)—even as the number of 

https://www.who.int/health-topics/one-health#tab=tab_1
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child projects grew.6 To address emerging funding con-
straints, coordination responsibilities have increasingly 
shifted to child projects. Thus, under Food Systems, 
child projects are encouraged to allocate up to 10 per-
cent of their budgets to programmatic functions such 
as capacity building, lesson sharing, and participation 
in knowledge platforms. However, many countries 
have been reluctant to commit these resources, raising 
concerns about the effectiveness and sustainability of 
shared learning and collaboration efforts.

M&E is a critical source of knowledge for integrated 
programming, and its design has gradually evolved 
from GEF-6 to GEF-8 toward more coherent arrange-
ments. While progress has been made, M&E has 
largely remained focused on traditional operational 
indicators, with limited attention to capturing systemic 
changes such as shifts in value chain governance, policy 
coherence, or behavioral transformation. Gaps also 
persist in aligning M&E systems across child projects 
and at the program level, limiting the ability to track 
collective progress toward transformational change.

At the overall program level, global coordination 
projects in GEF-6 programs established common indi-
cators, knowledge platforms, and learning systems. 
The GGP developed guidance and technical products 
to support M&E consistency across child projects, par-
ticularly in deforestation-free supply chains. The RFS 
IAP established a program-level results framework 
and coordinated use of geospatial monitoring tools to 
aggregate biophysical outcomes across landscapes. 
These efforts enabled some alignment of metrics, such 
as land productivity and restoration, especially in coun-
tries with robust institutional support. 

Child project-level M&E systems focused on tradi-
tional indicators such as environmental benefits, but 
dedicated limited attention to salient characteristics of 

6 The analysis underlying these figures compares coordina-
tion project budgets as a percentage of total program costs 
across GEF replenishment periods.

integrated programs, such as effects on policy coher-
ence and systemic changes such as behavioral changes 
or changes in the governance of a value chain. This 
complicates capturing pathways and progress to trans-
formational change.

Integrated programming has made advances in 
knowledge management but continues to face signifi-
cant challenges. Notably, there is weak synchronization 
between global coordination projects and child project 
timelines. This misalignment has hindered the effec-
tive “docking” of knowledge—tailoring and delivering 
knowledge products to meet specific audience needs. 

In the SFM portfolio, knowledge-sharing efforts 
successfully disseminated technical tools, 
community-based practices, and forest monitoring 
systems. For instance, the Amazon Sustainable Land-
scapes Program (GEF ID 9272) used data-sharing 
platforms and peer learning exchanges to build the 
capacity of protected area managers and community 
organizations. However, in the absence of a unified 
knowledge strategy across the portfolio, learning 
remained fragmented, and cross-regional insights 
were limited.

In Food Systems programs, knowledge generation has 
been evident, but its application to influence policy or 
practice has been only sparsely documented. The RFS 
coordination project—Cross Cutting Capacity Build-
ing, Knowledge Services and Coordination Project for 
the Food Security Integrated Approach Pilot Program 
(GEF ID 9140, IFAD)—developed dashboards, bulle-
tins, and technical reports across 12 African countries, 
supported by workshops to strengthen regional coher-
ence. The Trase platform, supported by the Generating 
Responsible Demand for Reduced-Deforestation Com-
modities (GEF ID 9182, WWF-US) project, advanced 
supply chain transparency; the FOLUR global platform 
(GEF ID 10306) focused on technical guidance and 
country dialogue. Yet only 24 percent of child project 
terminal evaluations for GEF-6 referenced engage-
ment with hub projects, and less than 10  percent 

https://trase.earth/
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explicitly linked adaptive management or policy 
changes to learning from the global program.

Timing mismatches, one-way outreach, and limited 
resourcing have further constrained the customiza-
tion and uptake of knowledge offerings. In the RFS, 
pre-agreed work plans limited flexibility to address 
emerging country learning needs; in FOLUR, knowl-
edge services were predetermined despite intentions 
to adopt a demand-driven approach. Additionally, 
many FOLUR partner agreements ended while child 
projects were still in early implementation. Although 
the Food Systems program plans to align coordination 
project timelines with child projects, resource con-
straints raise the risk of early closure unless bridged by 
GEF-9 funding.

Currently, there is no centralized repository for 
knowledge generated across the integrated and 
impact programs. Knowledge products remain under 
the custody of the Agencies leading each program, and 
no single portal exists to provide consolidated access 
to information and experiences. Some integrated 
programs have developed their own knowledge plat-
forms, often hosted by a global child project focused 
on knowledge management and communications. 
These combine institutional content (e.g., program 
structures and partner information) with knowledge 
resources such as publications, thematic briefs, event 
information, and news; examples include the Global 
Platform for Sustainable Cities and UrbanShift, FOLUR, 
and Plastic Reboot. However, knowledge about inte-
grated program approaches, structures, strategies, and 
benefits remains dispersed across multiple websites, 
making it difficult to locate and synthesize information.

As earlier cycles of integrated programs (GEF-6 
and GEF-7) conclude, the need to preserve and 
transfer knowledge between cycles has become 
increasingly pressing. A standardized, program-wide 
system for collecting, curating, and disseminating les-
sons across all replenishment periods could strengthen 

institutional memory, support program continuity, and 
maximize the value of collective learning.

Within the GEF Strategy for Knowledge Management 
and Learning (GEF Secretariat 2024b), there are two 
planned actions relevant to creating a centralized infor-
mation repository on integrated programs: 

	l Action Area 1.2 foresees facilitation of the interop-
erability of the integrated program platforms to 
ensure they are interlinked and developed based 
on common principles. 

	l Action Area 1.3 anticipates the creation of a knowl-
edge and collaboration platform, which could 
centralize knowledge on integrated programs. 

As of June 2025, the GEF Secretariat was devel-
oping an inventory of platforms and platform 
interoperability principles and organizing expert work-
shops to strengthen knowledge synthesis and sharing 
on substantive aspects of integrated programming. 

6.10	SUMMARY
GEF integrated programming shows clear addition-
ality in systemic framing, ambition, innovation, and 
stakeholder inclusion, reflecting a strategic shift 
toward addressing complex environmental and socie-
tal challenges. However, achieving its transformational 
potential requires greater selectivity in program scope, 
deeper investment in national and local capacities, 
stronger appetite for innovation-related risk, and more 
robust systems for knowledge sharing and evidence 
generation. 

	l Systemic framing. Integrated programming has 
advanced a systemic approach to environmental 
and societal challenges. Child projects more con-
sistently define system boundaries, analyze policy 
contexts, and incorporate scaling strategies than 
do stand-alone projects. However, some programs 

https://www.thegpsc.org/
https://www.thegpsc.org/
https://www.shiftcities.org/
https://www.folur.org/
https://plastic-reboot.org/en
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still focus narrowly on production or single sectors 
rather than fully integrated systems approaches.

	l Implementation quality and results. Despite their 
greater complexity, integrated program child proj-
ects achieve implementation timelines at a rate 
comparable to stand-alone projects. Early evidence 
points to institutional and policy-level benefits, 
including cross-sectoral coordination and stake-
holder platform development, but comprehensive 
evidence on environmental, socioeconomic, and 
institutional outcomes is lacking, as few integrated 
program projects have reached completion. Insti-
tutional transformation has been uneven, often 
weighed down by political and coordination chal-
lenges, weak subnational capacity, and gaps in 
documentation.

	l Ambition, innovation, and adaptability. Inte-
grated programs have introduced more ambitious 
objectives and institutional innovations than have 
comparable stand-alone projects. They have incor-
porated new tools and frameworks to address 
complex, cross-sectoral issues. Nevertheless, 
risk-taking has remained moderate, held back by 
tight preparation timelines and limited mecha-
nisms for innovation incubation, adaptive learning, 
and higher-risk approaches. The rapid expansion 
of programs, themes, and participating countries 
under GEF-8 increased complexity and height-
ened the need for integration both within and across 
programs.

	l Stakeholder and institutional inclusion. Integrated 
programs have engaged a broader range of actors—
government agencies, civil society, Indigenous 
Peoples, local communities, the private sector, and 
value chain stakeholders—than have comparable 

stand-alone projects. This inclusivity occasionally led 
to more participatory governance and local empow-
erment. However, private sector engagement has 
often fallen short because of weak regulatory frame-
works, insufficient incentives, and inadequate 
financing mechanisms. 

	l Sustainability and scaling. Many integrated pro-
gram designs have incorporated sustainability 
objectives—particularly environmental ones—
but these have not been consistently backed by 
financial, institutional, or policy frameworks. Post-
project sustainability has often depended on 
external support. Scaling efforts have advanced 
through localized action and institutional coor-
dination, yet regional linkages and horizontal 
collaboration have been less common, constraining 
broader systemic influence.

	l Knowledge systems. Integrated programs have 
invested more in knowledge generation and 
coordination platforms than have comparable 
stand-alone projects, but these investments have 
not consistently translated into stronger learning 
or adaptive management. M&E systems have rarely 
captured transformational dynamics such as behav-
ior change or policy alignment, and the absence of 
a centralized knowledge repository has curtailed 
knowledge sharing across programs.
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chapter 7

Operationalizing 
social inclusion

T he GEF has increasingly placed inclusion at 
the center of its programming, recognizing 
that environmental results are more effec-

tive and sustainable when all voices—especially 
those of women, Indigenous Peoples, youth, persons 
with disabilities, and other historically marginalized 
groups—are meaningfully engaged. Inclusion is not 
only a matter of equity, but also a catalyst for transfor-
mational change, as it enhances local ownership, brings 
diverse knowledge systems into decision-making, 
and strengthens the sustainability of environmental 
interventions.

As part of this approach, the GEF Secretariat has, in 
recent years, prioritized strengthening its engagement 
with groups that have historically faced marginaliza-
tion or vulnerability, among them women, Indigenous 
Peoples and local communities (IPLCs), youth, and 
persons with disabilities. This commitment is advanced 
through multiple channels, including GEF policies 
and safeguards on gender equality and stakeholder 
engagement, which set minimum standards across the 
portfolio. Inclusion is also operationalized through 
delivery mechanisms such as the Small Grants Pro-
gramme (SGP) and community-based approaches 
(CBAs), which directly support civil society and 
locally led action. The SGP enables grassroots par-
ticipation through tailored grantmaking, while CBAs 
work to integrate local knowledge and priorities into 
larger-scale GEF initiatives. Together, these instru-
ments reflect the evolving orientation of the GEF 

toward more inclusive, equitable, and locally respon-
sive environmental programming. 

This chapter examines how the GEF is advanc-
ing inclusion through its policies, safeguards, and 
delivery mechanisms. It draws on a portfolio anal-
ysis of 300 GEF-supported projects—representing 
$1.2 billion in GEF funding and $6.7 billion in cofinanc-
ing—to assess the inclusion of marginalized groups, 
with particular attention to fragile and conflict-affected 
situations, where these groups face heightened 
vulnerability and disproportionate impacts from 
environmental and socioeconomic shocks.1 It also 
incorporates findings from evaluations of CBAs and 
the SGP (GEF IEO 2024a, forthcoming-d), which 
are important delivery mechanisms for reaching and 
empowering marginalized populations at the local 
level.

The GEF has a series of measures to ensure inclu-
sion in GEF-funded projects: GEF policies on 
environmental and social safeguards, gender equality, 
and stakeholder engagement; review and feedback 
from the GEF Secretariat during the design stage on 
issues related to inclusion; and a self-tagging system for 
projects to identify their early consideration of margin-
alized groups.

1 The sample includes 200 completed projects from GEF-5 
and GEF-6 with validated terminal evaluations, and 100 
ongoing projects from GEF-7 and GEF-8.
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7.1	 INCLUSION IN 
GEF POLICIES AND 
SAFEGUARDS
Over the years, the GEF has developed a robust 
policy framework to foster social inclusion through 
promoting gender equality, stakeholder engage-
ment, and environmental and social safeguards. 
The current suite of GEF policies that guide inclusion 
are the GEF Policy on Stakeholder Engagement (GEF 
2017b), the Policy on Gender Equality (GEF 2017a), 
the Policy on Environmental and Social Safeguards 
(GEF 2018b), as well as the Principles and Guide-
lines for Engagement with Indigenous Peoples (GEF 
2012b). The first two policies seek to proactively 
include diverse stakeholders while the latter centers 
on risk mitigation. That said, there are many synergies 
among the three policies. These policies and principles 
have remained largely unchanged since the IEO’s Eval-
uation of Institutional Policies and Engagement, which 
found them to be generally aligned with international 
standards, but noted gaps in complementarity and 
implementation (GEF IEO 2022c).

In GEF-8, the GEF adopted a “whole-of-society” 
approach as part of its healthy planet, healthy people 
framework, which recognizes the crucial need to 
broadly engage societies to ensure sustainable develop-
ment and the delivery of conservation outcomes (GEF 
2024c). As part of this approach, the GEF Secretariat 
has focused in recent years on strengthening its engage-
ment with historically marginalized groups including 
women, IPLCs, youth, and persons with disabilities.

Agency/project compliance

As part of its accreditation process, the GEF ensures 
that its Agencies comply with minimum standards 
across four key areas: fiduciary responsibilities, envi-
ronmental and social safeguards, gender equality, and 
stakeholder engagement. Compliance is monitored 
through annual progress reports. 

In line with the GEF Policy on Environmental and 
Social Safeguards (ESS), ongoing projects con-
sistently consider risks to vulnerable groups, 
particularly women and IPLCs. Notably, increases 
in inclusion rates align with the adoption of key 
GEF policies. Nearly all reviewed projects (93  per-
cent) included the required ESS documentation. All 
projects considered potential risks to women and 
identified specific risks. Similarly, 98  percent consid-
ered risks to IPLCs, though only 34 percent identified 
specific risks—indicating that projects are conducting 
due diligence, even though most did not present risks 
to IPLCs. Consideration of youth was less common: 
23  percent of projects assessed potential risks, and 
20  percent identified specific risks. While most risk 
assessments appeared in ESS documentation, around 
one-quarter of projects that addressed risks to women 
did so in other project documents. All projects that did 
not consider or identify risks to marginalized groups 
in their ESS documentation were enabling activities. 
Many of these justified the omission by claiming they 
do not involve direct, on-the-ground action. How-
ever, this narrow interpretation overlooks the fact that 
high-level activities—such as laws, policies, and strate-
gies—can still lead to social and environmental impacts 
by shaping future on-the-ground actions.

As required by the GEF Policy on Stakeholder 
Engagement, recently designed projects consistently 
provide information on stakeholders in proposed 
project activities, though quality may vary. Specifi-
cally, the evaluation team assessed project compliance 
with the requirement that projects include stakeholder 
engagement plans or equivalent documentation. This 
assessment focused on whether there was information 
on stakeholders and means of stakeholder engage-
ment; it did not consider the extent to which projects 
complied with the requirement that the stakeholder 
engagement plan or equivalent also include “dissem-
ination of information, roles and responsibilities in 
ensuring effective Stakeholder Engagement, resource 
requirements, and timing of engagement throughout 
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the project/program cycle.” An initial review of the 
project documentation indicates that many projects 
did not provide such information on many of these ele-
ments, so the compliance rate would be considerably 
lower if those elements were considered. 

Recently designed projects largely comply with the 
requirements of the 2017 GEF Policy on Gender 
Equality. Among sampled ongoing projects, 89  per-
cent met most policy requirements, including 
conducting a gender analysis or equivalent; developing 
a gender action plan (GAP) or equivalent; and incor-
porating gender-responsive actions, indicators, and 
sex-disaggregated targets. Gender-sensitive indica-
tors were predominantly limited to sex-disaggregated 
measures, with only 16  percent of projects includ-
ing gender-sensitive indicators that went beyond 
demographic counts, such as the United Nations Devel-
opment Programme’s (UNDP’s) Community-based 
Climate-responsive Livelihoods and Forestry (GEF ID 
10312) project, which includes gender-responsive cli-
mate hazard and vulnerability metrics. Compliance 
with specific GAP-related requirements was some-
what lower: 78 percent of projects included a GAP or 
equivalent at CEO endorsement/approval, 78  per-
cent addressed gender-related differences, impacts, 
and risks, and 69  percent addressed opportunities to 
empower women. From GEF-7 to GEF-8, the review 
sheet template for enabling activities was revised so it 
no longer consistently included standard questions on 
gender analysis. Nevertheless, the majority of sampled 
enabling activities (84 percent) had a review sheet doc-
umenting the GEF Secretariat’s consideration of gender 
issues, underscoring the value of its review in ensuring 
compliance with the GEF Policy on Gender Equality.

Improvements in inclusion 
through quality review

The GEF Secretariat plays a critical role in 
strengthening the inclusion of marginalized 
groups—particularly women, IPLCs, youth, and 

persons with disabilities—through its project 
review process. A review of documentation from 100 
ongoing projects showed that in 30  percent of sam-
pled cases, there were no substantive comments on 
inclusion—in most instances, because the projects 
complied with policy requirements. In 70  percent of 
sampled cases, the Secretariat provided substantive 
comments to strengthen inclusion; these were mostly 
focused on integrating gender into outputs, indica-
tors, and sex-disaggregated data. In 95  percent of 
these projects, gender was addressed in the Secretar-
iat’s feedback, with about three-quarters of comments 
deemed substantive, while others were either cleri-
cal or confirmed adequate gender planning. Among 
the remaining projects, most had review sheets with-
out a gender prompt; in one case—First and Second 
Biennial Transparency Report and Fifth Communica-
tion National (GEF ID 11302, UNDP)—the Secretariat 
did not provide comments. These reviews frequently 
(90 percent of the time) led Agencies to revise proj-
ect documentation to improve inclusion. From GEF-7 
to GEF-8, the proportion of projects receiving sub-
stantive feedback on marginalized groups rose from 
62  percent to 78  percent, showing an increasing 
emphasis on inclusive design. Despite the growth in 
providing feedback on marginalized groups, some 
Agency staff expressed concern over the length of 
time it took the GEF Secretariat to conduct reviews 
related to gender compliance.

To improve data quality and strengthen imple-
mentation of inclusion-related policies, GEF-7 
introduced enhanced project reporting systems, 
although the reliability of self-reported inclusion 
data varies across different marginalized groups. 
The IPLC self-tag, which asks whether IPLCs were con-
sulted during the project identification phase, appears 
to be accurate in capturing that specific action. Never-
theless, it is a poor proxy for overall IPLC inclusion, as it 
does not reflect involvement beyond the identification 
stage or account for other forms of engagement. As a 
result, the tag both overestimates and underrepresents 
true IPLC inclusion, making it an unreliable indicator.
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In contrast, gender-related tags offer somewhat more 
useful—though still imperfect—insights. The GEF 
Portal includes five gender tags: gender sensitive, 
gender responsive, economic benefits, participation in 
decision-making, and resource access. Over half of the 
projects that self-tagged as gender sensitive or respon-
sive also included corresponding measures in project 
plans, indicating moderate alignment between tagging 
and actual design. The “economic benefits” tag was 
used less frequently (45 percent) but proved relatively 
accurate, with 37 percent of tagged projects showing 
clear documentation of economic co-benefits, while 
45 percent of projects that omitted the tag also lacked 
such measures in project documentation—highlight-
ing alignment between tagging and documentation 
in 82  percent of sampled projects. However, incon-
sistencies remain; for example, 24 percent of projects 
self-tagged for improving women’s participation in 
decision-making did not report plans related to that 
specific goal in their gender action plan or other design 
stage documentation. These findings suggest that 
while the tagging system can offer useful signals, it is 
not a fully reliable tool for tracking inclusion and should 
be interpreted with caution.

7.2	 INCLUSION 
TRENDS IN GEF-
SUPPORTED PROJECTS 
“Inclusion” in this context refers to projects that iden-
tify a marginalized group as a stakeholder, analyze their 
needs or vulnerabilities, or plan participation activities 
(e.g., to inform, consult, or collaborate).

There has been a clear growth in the frequency, 
scope, and depth of inclusion of marginalized 
groups in GEF-supported projects across regions, 
modalities, project types, and focal areas. This 
growth is especially notable for the inclusion of 
women, with more modest gains for IPLCs and youth. 
Among the sampled projects, inclusion of at least 
one marginalized group rose from 90  percent of 

completed projects to 100  percent of ongoing ones. 
Projects including all three groups—women, IPLCs, 
and youth—increased from 17 percent to 43 percent, 
while those including none or only one or two groups 
declined (figure  7.1). Inclusion of persons with dis-
abilities remains limited, though more projects are 
beginning to consider them as stakeholders. 

Inclusion of specific marginalized groups varies 
considerably across regions. Only 6 percent of proj-
ects in Europe and Central Asia include IPLCs, which 
is much lower than other regions (34 percent, Africa; 
38  percent, Asia; 58  percent, Latin America and the 
Caribbean). This is roughly consistent with countries’ 
recognition of Indigenous Peoples in various regions 
(Garnett et al. 2018). Projects in Africa, which make up 
36 percent of the GEF portfolio, have the highest rate 
of inclusion of youth at 71 percent, also reflecting the 
region’s demographics.

Inclusion of marginalized groups in GEF-supported 
projects is also high (>90 percent) across focal areas, 
except for chemicals and waste projects, which had 
a slightly lower rate (79 percent). A very small share 

FIGURE 7.1  Inclusion of marginalized groups, 
change over time 
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of chemicals and waste projects in the random sample 
included IPLCs (4 percent), compared to all other focal 
areas where at least a third of projects included IPLCs. 
Although consistent data regarding persons with dis-
abilities in SGP programming are lacking, some SGP 
climate change adaptation projects did address the 
disproportionate effects of climate change on persons 
with disabilities in small island developing states (SIDS).

Gender

GEF-supported projects show strong and growing 
inclusion of women. In the 300 projects analyzed, 
inclusion of women increased from 83  percent of 
closed projects to 100 percent of ongoing ones, align-
ing with GEF-8 Scorecard data indicating that all GEF-8 
projects considered gender issues at the design stage. 
The share of projects that both analyzed women 
as stakeholders and planned at least one participa-
tion activity rose significantly—from 44  percent to 
95 percent.

Despite these improvements, concerns remain 
about the quality of gender inclusion. GEF Secre-
tariat and Agency stakeholders reported that gender 
analysis and planning are sometimes treated as a 
box-ticking exercise, with some gender analyses being 
superficial. Several terminal evaluations observed that 
projects could have had greater impact with stronger 
gender analysis from the outset. Although the situation 
has improved in GEF-7 and GEF-8, some gender anal-
yses (especially for enabling activities) are still only a 
couple of sentences long in their entirety.

Gender considerations primarily focus on women and 
girls, with limited attention to men and boys—though 
stakeholders emphasized their inclusion is essential 
to prevent backlash and undermine gains in gender 
equity. Inclusion of people marginalized based on 
sexual orientation and gender identity, while import-
ant to some GEF Agencies, was not found in the 
documentation of the sampled projects. This lack may 

be due to the sensitivities of project teams and execut-
ing partners to the political and cultural context during 
implementation and reporting.

Indigenous peoples and 
local communities

Inclusion of IPLCs in GEF-supported projects has 
expanded significantly, rising from 28 percent of com-
pleted projects to 51  percent of ongoing ones. This 
trend parallels a growing overlap between GEF project 
areas and land held or used by IPLCs—from 17 percent 
in GEF-4 to 25  percent in GEF-8. These projects are 
most commonly located in Africa and tend to address 
multifocal issues, climate change, or biodiversity.

The GEF is working to improve programming for 
IPLCs, increasingly emphasizing direct financing and 
support for self-determined priorities. The Inclu-
sive Conservation Initiative (ICI), launched in GEF-7 
by Conservation International and the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature, allocated $14.5 mil-
lion across 10 subprojects in 12 countries and directed 
roughly 80  percent of funds to IPLCs to lead imple-
mentation (CI and IUCN 2025). Its projects integrate 
cultural preservation alongside environmental goals 
and place strong emphasis on gender mainstream-
ing. Building on the GEF-7 ICI work, the Heart of 
Conservation Initiative launched in GEF-8 by the 
World Wildlife Fund–US also directs 80 percent of the 
project grant (GEF-8 Inclusive Conservation Initiative 
[GEF ID 11761]) to IPLCs and organizations, with the 
aim of increasing resources, organizational strength, 
and recognition for IPLCs to support their implemen-
tation of self-determined conservation priorities. In a 
recent report, the STAP highlighted successful exam-
ples of Indigenous involvement in GEF projects and 
identified recommendations, such as ways the GEF can 
scale up support for Indigenous Peoples and their con-
servation efforts in GEF-9 and the Global Biodiversity 
Framework Fund (Andelman and Bierbaum 2025).

https://www.worldwildlife.org/projects/heart-of-conservation-initiative
https://www.worldwildlife.org/projects/heart-of-conservation-initiative
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One of the challenges of including IPLCs in 
GEF-supported projects is their identification in dif-
ferent contexts. As inclusion of IPLCs has increased 
between completed and ongoing projects, project 
documentation has more clearly documented whether 
IPLCs might be in the project area, whether they might 
be affected, and how they will be included in the proj-
ect. Among sampled closed projects, the evaluation 
team counted 13 (6.5 percent) that likely had Indige-
nous Peoples present without clear documentation; 
these projects included groups that self-identified 
as Indigenous but were not recognized as such by 
either the countries or the projects. By GEF-7 and 
GEF-8, the share of sampled projects that included 
communities that were likely Indigenous but did not 
identify them as IPLCs dropped to just 0.5  percent, 
while the overall share of projects including IPLCs 
rose (as noted above), highlighting a growing trend of 
GEF-supported projects to identify the need for addi-
tional procedures related to IPLC.

There has been a notable uptick in GEF-supported 
projects planning to conduct free, prior, and 
informed consent (FPIC), with the share rising from 
7  percent of completed projects to 19  percent of 
ongoing projects. Additionally, some projects stated 
they would undertake FPIC if it became necessary 
during implementation. In some cases, projects chose 
to conduct processes similar to FPIC with communities 
not formally recognized as Indigenous.

However, concerns remain about the quality and con-
sistency of FPIC implementation. Sixteen  percent of 
civil society organization (CSO) survey respondents 
viewed FPIC efforts as inadequate. Some GEF Sec-
retariat and Agency stakeholders also reported that 
FPIC is sometimes perceived as burdensome, and 
mentioned instances where projects were intention-
ally designed to avoid areas with IPLCs. The evaluation 
team found no evidence of this practice in project doc-
uments, which is unsurprising given that such decisions 
are unlikely to be explicitly documented.

Youth

Youth inclusion in GEF-supported projects has 
increased from 56  percent in completed projects 
to 73 percent in ongoing ones. Projects show varied 
approaches to youth engagement, though there is 
inconsistency in how youth are defined by age. Unlike 
other marginalized groups, youth are typically framed 
not as vulnerable, but as agents of change and key 
stakeholders in long-term sustainability.

The GEF Secretariat has recently advanced youth 
engagement, including support for the Gustavo Fonseca 
Youth Conservation Leadership Program—approved in 
2022—which trains young conservation professionals in 
GEF-recipient countries. The GEF also sponsored youth 
leaders and delegates to participate in a range of inter-
national meetings, including Conferences of the Parties.

In spite of recent gains, sustaining youth involvement 
remains problematic due to high mobility and limited 
economic opportunities. 

Persons with disabilities

Inclusion of persons with disabilities in 
GEF-supported projects remains limited but has 
expanded from 8  percent in completed projects to 
18 percent in ongoing ones. There is a growing inter-
est in improving their integration, as illustrated by a 
UNDP project Community Based Flood and Glacial 
Lake Outburst Risk Reduction in Nepal (GEF ID 4551), 
which outlined plans to ensure the participation of per-
sons with disabilities in local workshops and mock drills. 
The project constructed and installed 35 elevated tube 
wells, two of which were “disabled friendly,” to increase 
access to safe drinking water supply during floods.

Key barriers continue to pose challenges for inclusion 
of persons with disabilities. These include the diverse 
needs within the disability community, which require 
varied accommodations, and gaps in knowledge and 
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resources among project staff to address these differ-
ent needs.

Civil society organizations

The involvement of CSOs—increasingly recog-
nized as key agents of inclusion—has grown in 
GEF-supported projects. According to the GEF-7 
and GEF-8 Corporate Scorecards, the majority of 
projects consulted CSOs during the design phase. In 
the sampled portfolio, the number of projects iden-
tifying CSOs representing marginalized groups as 
stakeholders increased across all groups, with the most 
significant rise seen in those representing IPLCs—from 
5 percent in completed projects to 16 percent in ongo-
ing ones. A large majority of CSO survey respondents 
(84 percent) affirmed the importance of CSO engage-
ment for advancing inclusion. Interview and focus 
group participants emphasized the valuable role of 
CSOs as implementers and technical experts, noting 
their deep community knowledge.

7.3	 MODALITIES FOR 
INCLUSION
GEF-supported projects include marginalized groups 
through two main approaches: participation activi-
ties and systemic inclusion measures, reinforced by 
CBAs and the SGP. Participation activities involve direct 
engagement at three levels: Inform (one-way communi-
cation to raise awareness), Consult (two-way dialogue 
to gather input, including interviews, workshops, and 
FPIC for IPLCs), and Collaborate (active partnership in 
decision-making through co-design, co-management, 
or governance roles). In the sampled projects, 52 per-
cent informed, 82  percent consulted, and 41  percent 
collaborated with at least one marginalized group, most 
often women (figure 7.2). 

CBAs and the SGP (discussed in detail in subsequent 
sections of this chapter) contribute to deeper inclusion 

by placing communities—particularly marginalized and 
vulnerable groups—at the center of project planning 
and implementation. These approaches enable com-
munities to lead or co-implement initiatives based on 
their own knowledge, needs, and priorities, shifting the 
dynamic from passive participation to active involve-
ment in decision-making. This can influence governance 
processes, promote local ownership, and support the 
sustainability of GEF-supported interventions.

However, discrepancies exist between planned and 
reported participation. Projects were more likely to 
plan activities for women and IPLCs that were not later 
reported as implemented, while youth-related activ-
ities were sometimes implemented without being 
initially planned. The most commonly implemented 
unplanned activity was interviews, while surveys were 
the most frequently planned and completed. These 
gaps may reflect either implementation challenges or 
reporting inconsistencies. Some changes resulted from 
practical constraints, such as limited budgets or unreal-
istic plans, while others reflected adaptive responses 
to local needs and evolving stakeholder landscapes.

Impact was strongest when participation activities 
were both well-planned and effectively implemented. 
At the portfolio level, there is a statistically significant 
correlation between the use of structured participation 
approaches and higher project outcome ratings. Proj-
ects that combined multiple forms of participation and 
engaged diverse marginalized groups were more likely 
to achieve stronger results. However, planning alone was 
insufficient; meaningful implementation was essential to 
realizing these benefits.

Importantly, projects that engaged marginalized 
groups more actively through participation activ-
ities were more likely to deliver socioeconomic 
co-benefits. Analysis of documentation from com-
pleted GEF projects reveals statistically significant 
correlations between co-design and co-benefit delivery, 
between broader Collaborate activities and co-benefits, 
and between overall participation and co-benefits. 



 integration for greater impact: eighth comprehensive evaluation of the gef128

While the academic literature has primarily emphasized 
co-design as a driver of such outcomes, GEF experience 
suggests that a wide range of participation activities—
beyond co-design alone—are linked to enhanced 
socioeconomic benefits for marginalized groups.

Capacity building, civic empowerment, and economic 
empowerment are the most commonly planned or 
reported socioeconomic co-benefits in GEF-supported 
projects. Among these, capacity building for women is 
the most frequently included, reported in 70 percent of 
completed projects and 79 percent of ongoing ones. In 
contrast, relatively few projects reported socioeconomic 
co-benefits for IPLCs or youth, with the exception of 
youth-focused capacity building (38  percent in com-
pleted projects, 32  percent in ongoing) and youth 
economic empowerment (14  percent and 26  per-
cent, respectively). Across marginalized groups, the 
proportion of projects that planned and later reported 
each co-benefit remained largely consistent. Other 
co-benefits—such as improved access to basic services, 
public health, safety, resilience, and governance—were 
included in fewer than one-quarter of projects.

Systemic inclusion measures are essential tools that 
help design and implement more inclusive GEF proj-
ects. Unlike participation activities, which involve 
direct engagement with marginalized groups, systemic 
inclusion measures—such as stakeholder analysis, 
inclusive theories of change, and indicators—create 
the structural foundation for inclusion without neces-
sarily involving direct interaction.

Use of systemic measures has grown across GEF proj-
ects, though with wide variation in their frequency, 
quality, and application across different groups. 
Stakeholder identification and analysis is the most 
commonly applied measure, with women identified 
as stakeholders in 100  percent of sampled ongoing 
projects. Recognizing that the specific context shapes 
whether a project affects or otherwise involves IPLCs 
(e.g., chemicals and waste projects rarely include 
IPLCs), approximately half of sampled ongoing proj-
ects (49 percent) identified and analyzed IPLCs. 
However, the quality of these analyses varies signifi-
cantly—from detailed gender analyses to minimal, 
one-paragraph references. 

FIGURE 7.2  Planned participation activities over time for each marginalized group 
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Inclusion of marginalized groups in theories of change 
has also grown, largely driven by greater focus on 
women; representation of IPLCs and youth remains 
limited. Similarly, while budgeting for gender experts 
has become more common, staffing for IPLCs and 
youth is still rare. The vast majority of projects include 
indicators for women, and fewer than one-fifth of proj-
ects do so for IPLCs and youth. Interviews confirm the 
importance of such indicators—what gets measured 
tends to drive implementation.

Inclusion of marginalized groups strengthens 
project design, implementation, outcomes, and 
long-term sustainability. Their participation contrib-
utes valuable local knowledge, experiences, and skills, 
often leading to more responsive and effective imple-
mentation. For example, several projects reported that 
including women led to better engagement and more 
efficient execution of activities compared to male-only 
participation.

Project designs have also evolved due to the par-
ticipation of marginalized groups. In Nepal, the 
project Integrating Traditional Crop Genetic Diver-
sity into Technology Using a BD [Biodiversity] Portfolio 
Approach (GEF ID 4464, United Nations Environment 
Programme) modified its activities based on input 
from local communities, including Dalits, to better sup-
port farmer livelihoods—demonstrating how inclusion 
can lead to direct improvements in project relevance. 
Inclusion also improves sustainability. A case study 
undertaken in Zimbabwe as part of the IEO’s inclu-
sion evaluation (GEF IEO forthcoming-b) found that 
when marginalized groups were integrated in a project 
and empowered in decision-making from the outset, 
communities were better able to sustain project activ-
ities after external support ended. Stakeholders 
consistently linked the long-term success of conser-
vation efforts to the degree of engagement across all 
segments of the community, underscoring that inclu-
sive design directly contributes to lasting impact. 

7.4	 FACTORS 
AFFECTING SOCIAL 
INCLUSION 
The portfolio analysis clearly indicates that inclusion 
of marginalized groups in GEF-supported projects 
is both more critical and more challenging in fragile 
and conflict-affected situations. While fragility tends 
to negatively affect project outcomes—weakening the 
link between inclusion and effectiveness—projects in 
fragile and conflict-affected situations were actually 
more inclusive than those in nonfragile contexts. They 
were significantly more likely to include women, IPLCs, 
and youth, with 65  percent of projects in fragile and 
conflict-affected situations including all three groups 
compared to 33 percent elsewhere. These 77 projects 
in fragile contexts also more frequently analyzed mar-
ginalized groups’ interests and needs in relation to the 
project and planned participation activities engaging 
them (figure  7.3). Risks related to fragility and con-
flict can lead to delays, additional costs, resignation 
of participants, and stolen equipment. Projects, such 
as those undertaken by the GEF-7 SGP, have demon-
strated an ability to adapt their participation activities 
to the negative effects of violence and conflict. For 
example, the evaluation team interviewed project staff 
who allocated a small portion of the budget for pro-
tection measures, maintaining a database of violent 
incidents against environmental defenders, investing 
in communication with stakeholders, and—in some 
cases—moving activities to virtual modalities. 

National policies play a dual role. Over half of proj-
ects cited supportive policies that aligned with 
inclusion goals, while others pointed to policy gaps—
such as lack of recognition for Indigenous Peoples or 
absence of FPIC requirements—as significant bar-
riers. Some projects worked to address these gaps 
by supporting policy reforms, like UNDP’s project in 
Cambodia (GEF ID 9741), which aimed to develop a 
gender-inclusive national access and benefit sharing 
framework for implementation of the Nagoya Protocol 
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under the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). 
In contrast, projects in Iraq and Afghanistan struggled 
with restrictive national policies, particularly around 
gender inclusion. 

Additional barriers to inclusion include entrenched 
societal norms (cited in 18 percent of completed proj-
ects), limited or delayed resources (12  percent), and 
lack of staff expertise (5  percent). Other challenges, 
such as political instability and language barriers, fur-
ther complicate inclusive implementation. 

7.5	 COMMUNITY-
BASED APPROACHES
CBAs have been a critical pathway through which 
the GEF has promoted inclusion across its portfo-
lio, enabling greater participation of women, youth, 
and other marginalized groups in environmental 
decision-making and benefit sharing. The IEO evalu-
ation of CBAs highlights how these approaches, when 
well-designed and supported, can strengthen social 
cohesion, empower underrepresented populations, 

and improve both environmental and socioeconomic 
outcomes.

In CBA projects designed during GEF-6 and GEF-7, 
62  percent identified women as stakeholders, up 
from 43  percent in GEF-4 and GEF-5. References 
to IPLCs increased from 14  percent to 46  percent, 
and youth from 11  percent to 33  percent. While 
these figures indicate progress, meaningful partic-
ipation—particularly for women in leadership and 
decision-making roles—remains limited. In Mada-
gascar, implementers made practical efforts to boost 
women’s involvement, such as adapting meeting times 
and using informal settings to encourage participation. 
In Peru, civil society and IPLC stakeholders highlighted 
the importance of incorporating women’s perspectives 
early in project design. Although quotas were seen as a 
helpful entry point, they were not sufficient to address 
deeper systemic inequalities.

One of the key successes of CBAs has been their 
ability to create space for women’s leadership and 
participation in natural resource governance. For 
example, in Nepal, the project Integrating Traditional 

FIGURE 7.3  Inclusion of different marginalized groups in projects in fragile and nonfragile contexts
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Crop Genetic Diversity into Technology Using a BD 
[Biodiversity] Portfolio Approach to Buffer Against 
Unpredictable Environmental Change in the Nepal 
Himalayas (GEF ID 4464, United Nations Environment 
Programme) involved women farmers from remote 
mountain communities in on-farm conservation of tra-
ditional crop varieties. Their participation was not 
limited to planting and harvesting, but extended to 
decision-making about seed selection and biodiver-
sity conservation methods. This not only contributed 
to agrobiodiversity but also enhanced women’s roles in 
household and community-level planning processes.

In Bhutan, the project Enhancing Sustainability and 
Climate Resilience of Forest and Agriculture Land-
scape and Community Livelihoods (GEF ID 9199, 
UNDP) illustrates how CBAs can strengthen inclusive 
decision-making and climate-resilient development. 
Farmers established Telegram groups in collabora-
tion with municipal agriculture extension officers to 
exchange information, discuss challenges, and jointly 
identify solutions. These digital platforms created 
space for farmers—especially women and youth—
to actively participate in shaping decisions that affect 
their livelihoods. The project further embedded local 
ownership by involving community members, coop-
eratives, and government representatives in planning 
and implementation processes, ensuring that interven-
tions responded to specific needs and opportunities. 
Women were intentionally engaged in capacity build-
ing and user group formation, and supported through 
gender-responsive technologies that eased labor 
demands in postharvest processing. This inclusive and 
collaborative approach contributed to improved agri-
cultural productivity, sustainable land use, and income 
generation, while enhancing community resilience and 
cohesion.

CBAs have also proven effective in fragile contexts. 
The ongoing LDCF Strengthening Adaptation through 
Institutional Building and Resilient Livelihoods in 
South Sudanese Agro-pastoral Landscapes project 

(GEF ID 11418, International Fund for Agricultural 
Development) demonstrates how community engage-
ment could help navigate political and social instability. 
The project works through local adaptation commit-
tees, which include youth and women, to plan and 
implement rainwater harvesting and sustainable range-
land management practices. These structures give 
marginalized groups a platform to voice their needs 
and priorities, building legitimacy and strengthening 
local conflict-resolution mechanisms.

The ongoing Enhancing Biodiversity Considerations 
and Effective Protected Area Management to Safe-
guard the Cook Islands Integrated Ecosystems and 
Species project in the Cook Islands (GEF ID 10780, 
UNDP) uses CBAs to integrate local knowledge into 
ecosystem restoration and marine resource man-
agement. Youth will be involved in coastal planting 
and environmental monitoring activities, fostering 
environmental awareness and technical skill-building 
that extend beyond the life of the project. Through a 
low-value grant modality, investment assistance will be 
provided to local community groups and landowners 
for implementing innovative practices, such as soil con-
servation, climate-resilient crops, water conservation, 
erosion control, organic fertilizers, community nurser-
ies, invasive plant control with youth volunteers and/or 
women’s groups, and ecotourism experiences.

The GEF’s CBA projects have become more inclu-
sive of women, IPLCs, and youth over time, although 
systemic inequalities have not yet been addressed. 
Women, youth, and IPLCs are included more fre-
quently in more recently designed projects. However, 
the extent to which projects explicitly address sys-
temic inequalities that prevent their participation, 
particularly of women, was unclear. The GEF pol-
icies that focus on inclusion also contain language 
supportive of CBAs, although without mandating the 
approach. Monitoring of CBA processes in medium- 
and full-size projects is weak. There is limited evidence 
of CBA projects tracking indicators that reflect 
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activities central to processes associated with CBAs—
such as the ability of groups to govern, the number of 
resources under the control of communities, the inclu-
sion of vulnerable groups, community scorecards, 
actions taken to address any complaints, and participa-
tion in leadership roles and decision-making. The lack 
of data and indicators limits the GEF’s ability to adap-
tively manage CBA projects. Another recurring issue 
was the short time frames of many CBA initiatives, 
which constrained deep, trust-based engagement with 
marginalized groups. Inclusion requires time for capac-
ity building, dialogue, and adaptation of interventions 
to diverse social realities—elements that are often at 
odds with rigid project timelines and funding cycles.

Nevertheless, CBAs have made a meaningful contri-
bution to inclusion within GEF-supported projects. 
Where community institutions were inclusive, and 
where projects actively worked to build the capacity of 
marginalized actors, CBAs contributed to more equita-
ble governance, stronger local ownership, and greater 
resilience of environmental outcomes. These findings 
underscore the importance of embedding inclusive 
CBAs more systematically across the GEF portfolio, 
with adequate support, longer timelines, and clear 
pathways to institutional scaling.

TABLE 7.1  Gender and social inclusion in SGP OP7 (2020–24)

Group Participation in SGP projects Notable indicators of inclusion and empowerment

Women 34% of projects led by women 
(2020)

43% (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 38% of projects with youth 
participation/leadership (2020) 

41% (2023)

	l 209–253 youth organizations engaged in SGP
	l About 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 in steering 

committees
	l Culturally appropriate grant procedures adopted to improve Indigenous 

access and participation

Sources: SGP 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024a.

7.6	 THE SMALL 
GRANTS PROGRAMME
Ensuring inclusive participation of traditionally mar-
ginalized groups—particularly women, youth, and 
Indigenous Peoples—has long been a core strat-
egy of the SGP. Project data from Operational Phase 7 
(OP7, 2020–24) indicate that SGP country programs 
have made significant efforts to involve these groups 
in project leadership and decision-making, and to 
achieve empowerment outcomes for them. Table  7.1 
summarizes key participation metrics for women, 
youth, and Indigenous Peoples in SGP-funded proj-
ects during this period.

Efforts to promote gender inclusion within the 
SGP have shown measurable progress in project 
leadership and design. By the end of OP7, 43  per-
cent 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. Country programs supported this prog-
ress through practical measures such as requiring 
gender checklists during project appraisal by national 



 Chapter 7. O perationalizing social inclusion 133

BOX 7.1  SGP supports women-led 
nature-based enterprise 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 (Let There Be Honey in Lesotho). 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 afford-
able top bar beehive technology helped overcome 
challenges with traditional hives and yielded insights 
for future beekeeping policy development. Impor-
tantly, the project catalyzed broader organizational 
empowerment: it convened district-level beekeep-
ing networks and committees, laying the groundwork 
for establishing a National Beekeepers Association. 
This multisectoral process has ignited strong interest in 
beekeeping especially among women, but also among 
youth and even members of the national security ser-
vices—positioning them to lead a growing sustainable 
honey-enterprise sector in Lesotho.

steering committees and including sex-disaggregated 
indicators and women-focused components in project 
design (box 7.1). By 2023, 90 percent of SGP country 
programs had designated 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 inter-
ventions produced socially transformational outcomes 
for women or led to broader shifts in gender equality. 

Youth have also become an increasingly import-
ant 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 beneficiaries, 

with hundreds of youth-led or youth-serving orga-
nizations participating. Many country programs 
(approximately 71  percent) appointed youth focal 
points on their national steering committees to 
ensure that youth perspectives are integrated into 
grant-making. SGP projects targeting youth have 
yielded significant empowerment outcomes, often 
combining environmental action with education, 
entrepreneurship, and leadership development.

In addition to on-the-ground initiatives, SGP facili-
tated youth engagement at global forums, organizing a 
Youth Climate Action video competition in partnership 
with multilateral environmental agreements—includ-
ing the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change, the Convention on Biological Diver-
sity, and the United Nations Convention to Combat 
Desertification—to amplify youth voices internation-
ally. Overall, the SGP experience demonstrates that 
when provided with adequate resources and train-
ing, youth can drive innovative solutions and influence 
communal practices for environmental sustainability.

Indigenous peoples have remained a priority con-
stituency for the SGP over the course of OP7, and 
their participation has led to tangible empower-
ment outcomes (box 7.2). In OP7, the SGP made 
notable efforts to strengthen the inclusion of Indige-
nous Peoples across its portfolio. From 2020 to 2024, 
22  percent of SGP projects were reported as involv-
ing Indigenous Peoples as implementers, partners, or 
target communities. This percentage for inclusion in 
OP7 projects represents modest progress over OP6’s 
roughly 20 percent share (SGP 2020). Given the per-
sistent language, capacity, and remoteness barriers, 
many Indigenous communities face, maintaining and 
slightly increasing that level of engagement signals 
real effort: in OP7, 32 country programs established 
Indigenous Peoples’ focal points on their steering 
committees and 36 undertook enhanced outreach to 
Indigenous Peoples’ groups (UNDP 2024).
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To enhance Indigenous Peoples’ inclusion, the SGP 
adapted its processes. For example, 18 country pro-
grams accepted grant proposals in local Indigenous 
languages, and 14 countries piloted the use of partici-
patory video for proposal submissions. In 28 countries, 
Indigenous representatives were included in national 
steering committees or technical advisory groups, 
ensuring they had a voice in project selection and guid-
ance. By 2020, 39  percent of country programs had 
appointed an Indigenous Peoples’ focal person within 

their SGP governance structure to champion Indige-
nous 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.

Finally, there are limited data on the participation 
of persons living 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 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 national steering committees, or as 
grantees.

SGP 2.0 was endorsed by the GEF Council in Decem-
ber 2022. It aims to align more closely with GEF-8 
strategies, expand implementation to the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations and 
Conservation International alongside UNDP, and 
increase private sector and multistakeholder engage-
ment. The upgrading policy has been replaced with 
equal-share core allocations for 140 eligible countries, 
complemented by optional System for Transparent 
Allocation of Resources (STAR) top-ups. Two special 
initiatives—the SGP Civil Society Organization Chal-
lenge Program (GEF ID 11757) led by the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature and the Global 
Microfinance Initiative for Locally Led Action led 
by the World Bank (GEF ID 11903)—aim to further 
strengthen the global program.

The shift to SGP 2.0 created new opportunities for 
innovation and inclusion but also introduced com-
plexity and inconsistencies. OP8 has continued the 
SGP’s innovation legacy by providing technical sup-
port, incubation services, and piloting a microfinance 
initiative. Avenues for inclusion and leadership of 
and by vulnerable groups have also improved. While 
the OP8 remains in its infancy, expansion to three 
implementing GEF Agencies has created inconsis-
tencies in templates, reporting cycles, and guidance, 

BOX 7.2  SGP encourages leadership by 
Indigenous people in Vanuatu

An Indigenous-led community association on Tanna 
Island addressed forest degradation and water scar-
city with SGP support. The community established 
a forest nursery that improved water access and 
planted native trees to restore deforested areas while 
preventing soil erosion on garden slopes. The associ-
ation cultivated culturally important plants, including 
medicinal herbs, and conducted training sessions in 
land and forest management in the local language 
with Indigenous participants. 

In a significant move toward environmental steward-
ship, the community designated a 5-hectare tract of 
traditionally owned forest as a no-take, no-entry con-
servation 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 Indige-
nous 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. 
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leaving some national stakeholders unclear regarding 
procedures. The transition was perceived as rushed 
and insufficiently consultative, with concerns raised 
about the Agency selection process and sustainabil-
ity of the required grant ratio. Nearly all GEF Agencies 
participating in SGP 2.0 have indicated that sustaining 
the grant ratio is feasible only by “subsidizing” the SGP 
with additional internal or external resources. These 
issues may pose risks of duplication and inequitable 
access in future phases. Unresolved questions related 
to the SGP’s sustainability, adaptability, and stability 
under 2.0 modalities remain.

OP8 continues to advance the inclusion agenda by 
embedding gender equality throughout its pro-
gramming—from governance to grantmaking. Each 
participating country must conduct a gender analysis 
to inform a dedicated gender action plan aligned with 
its national strategy. National steering committees are 
required to appoint gender focal points and ensure 
that women’s perspectives are integrated into proj-
ect appraisal and oversight. Applicants must include 
gender-responsive activities in their proposals, with 
technical mentors helping to address any identified 
gaps. OP8 also sets a quantitative target of 22,500 
direct female beneficiaries and mandates grievance 
mechanisms through female representatives.

Inclusion of Indigenous Peoples is similarly rein-
forced, with cultural sensitivity guiding the 
localization of country program strategies through 
village-level consultations. Indigenous and local 
community representatives are required on steer-
ing committees to ensure participation in funding and 
policy decisions. The programming of the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations and 
Conservation International continues to prioritize 
Indigenous leadership.

However, a critical gap remains in that granular 
data on the nature of, and impact from, inclusion of 
persons with disabilities in SGP programming are 
lacking. 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.

7.7	 SUMMARY
The GEF has made steady progress in integrating 
inclusion into its policies, programs, and delivery 
mechanisms. Engagement of women, IPLCs, and youth 
has expanded across project types and regions, 
supported by participation activities—particularly con-
sultations—and systemic measures such as stakeholder 
analysis and gender action plans. The GEF Secretar-
iat review process has improved inclusion, especially 
on gender, through substantive feedback. Through 
initiatives like the SGP, the GEF has enabled more 
equitable participation by women, youth, and Indig-
enous Peoples—especially at the grassroots level. 
Community-based approaches under the SGP have 
improved project ownership and responsiveness by 
adapting to local knowledge and social realities. Work 
in fragile and conflict-affected contexts has further 
highlighted the importance of inclusive design, as mar-
ginalized groups often face heightened vulnerabilities 
in these settings. 

While institutional measures—such as gender action 
plans and Indigenous focal points—have supported 
progress, implementation gaps and limited attention 
to persons with disabilities remain challenges, along 
with ongoing gaps in monitoring, staff capacity, and 
follow-up support. National policy environments and 
entrenched social norms can also constrain inclusive 
implementation. Sustained engagement, improved 
tracking, and stronger alignment with national systems 
are critical for scaling inclusion across the GEF portfo-
lio. Continued attention to these areas, accompanied 
by more consistent application of good practices, will 
be important to further strengthen inclusion across the 
GEF portfolio.



136

chapter 8

Engagement with 
the private sector

P rivate sector engagement has become increas-
ingly relevant to the GEF, stemming from the 
recognition that global environmental chal-

lenges and the advancement of transformational change 
cannot be addressed by public sector efforts alone. Driv-
ers motivating the private sector to engage with the GEF 
include corporate strategies, the alignment of business 
targets with multilateral environmental agreements, reg-
ulatory frameworks, investor requirements, and evolving 
disclosure and reporting standards. Additional momen-
tum is provided by private sector roadmaps and global 
initiatives for net-zero and nature-positive outcomes. 
Innovation—often led by private actors—remains a cen-
tral motivator, alongside the opportunity to mobilize 
additional capital through blended finance. 

The GEF has used nongrant instruments (NGIs) 
since its inception.1 A dedicated NGI set-aside was 
first introduced in GEF-4 and later evolved into a ded-
icated NGI funding window, known in GEF-8 as the 
Blended Finance Program. In addition, NGIs can 
be used under System of Transparent Allocation of 
Resources (STAR) allocations, in the chemicals and waste 
or international waters focal areas, and under the Global 
Biodiversity Framework Fund. While NGIs are designed 
to stimulate private finance, their portfolio remains small. 

1 In the context of the GEF, NGIs are instruments that pro-
vide financing in a form that can potentially generate financial 
returns from the original investment or for principal repay-
ment, irrespective of whether such financial flows are 
returned to the GEF Trust Fund. The information in this para-
graph is drawn from GEF (2022a, 2024a).

Meanwhile, grant-based support--which can help create 
enabling environments, support early stage innovations, 
and strengthen institutional capacity--remains the GEF’s 
dominant modality in engaging the private sector.

The GEF’s Private Sector Engagement Strategy 
(PSES) identifies two pillars for the private sector 
to engage with the GEF (GEF 2020): (1) through 
the use of blended finance, or NGIs; and (2) as an 
agent for market transformation to shift business prac-
tices through reforms, value chain improvements, and 
sector-wide collaboration. However, while the PSES 
establishes some reporting metrics, it lacks measurable 
targets, limiting ability to evaluate the effectiveness of 
its intent

In practice, the GEF implements both approaches, 
engaging the private sector by de-risking and cat-
alyzing investments that would otherwise be 
constrained by market failures, regulatory weak-
nesses, or unfavorable risk return profiles. It provides 
concessional, risk-bearing capital through blended 
finance to support ventures unable to access com-
mercial funding, thereby unlocking innovation and 
enabling the scaling of solutions with global environ-
mental benefits. Through market transformation efforts 
such as policy reform, awareness raising, and capacity 
building, the GEF helps establish conditions for busi-
nesses to adopt more sustainable practices. 

The GEF has fully implemented the private sector 
engagement recommendations from the Sixth Com-
prehensive Evaluation of the GEF (OPS6) and made 
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FIGURE 8.1  Number and funding of approved 
GEF private sector engagement projects over time

385 224 327 261

$2,227 mil. 

$1,503  mil.  

$2,085 mil.  
$2,254 mil.  

GEF-5 GEF-6 GEF-7 GEF-8

Sources: Project documents and GEF Portal data.
Note: Private sector projects include those supported by any 
or a combination of GEF-managed funds and exclude dropped, 
canceled, and suspended projects. Project financing includes 
Agency fees and project preparation grant funding and fees.

partial progress on those from OPS7. In response to 
OPS6, it adopted systems approaches by partner-
ing with financial institutions to de-risk investments, 
structure innovative finance, and influence indus-
try practices through certification, research, and 
sustainable supply chains. Progress on OPS7 recom-
mendations—narrowing the focus of engagement, 
clarifying the value proposition, and better integrating 
financial and nonfinancial support, including for micro, 
small, and medium enterprises—remains ongoing.

This chapter reviews the portfolio of GEF projects fea-
turing significant private sector involvement (here 
referred to as private sector projects)2, looks at the 
effectiveness of such projects, describes the GEF’s 
strengths in engaging the private sector, and outlines 
some constraints to further private sector integration 
in GEF projects and operations. It draws on the recent 
IEO evaluation of private sector engagement (GEF IEO 
forthcoming-i). 

8.1	 PRIVATE SECTOR 
ENGAGEMENT IN THE 
GEF PORTFOLIO
Over time, the GEF has expanded its use of both grant 
and nongrant instruments to catalyze private invest-
ment, with the percentage of private sector projects 
increasing from 34 percent in GEF-5 to about 40 per-
cent in GEF-7 and GEF-8. As of GEF-8, a total of 1,197 
private sector projects had been approved since GEF-5, 
representing $8.1 billion in GEF funding and mobilizing 
approximately $60.2  billion in cofinancing, including 
$14.5  billion from the private sector (figure  8.1). Early 
private sector initiatives often focused on technology 
pilots and demonstration projects in renewable energy, 
sustainable agriculture, and energy efficiency. From 

2 This figure is based on an IEO review of project descriptions 
and cofinancing, executing entity, and NGI information; it is 
lower than self-tagged reporting on the GEF Portal.

GEF-6 on, more sophisticated, systemic models have 
emerged, emphasizing financial intermediaries and mul-
tistakeholder platforms to scale impact.

The cofinancing ratio for private sector projects has 
averaged approximately 8.3:1 between GEF-5 and 
GEF-8. This is slightly higher than the overall GEF port-
folio average of 7.5:1; projects without a private sector 
component had a cofinancing ratio of 6.8:1. As noted in 
chapter 6, the proportion of financing directed to proj-
ects with private sector engagement within integrated 
programs has also grown—from 32 percent in GEF-6 to 
nearly 50 percent in GEF-8.

The extent of private sector engagement varies 
across focal areas, country groups, regions, and 
Agencies. The highest levels of private sector 
engagement are seen in the chemicals and waste 
and multifocal area portfolios (figure 8.2a), account-
ing for 41  percent of the number of projects in both 
areas and 74 percent and 49 percent, respectively, of 
their GEF financing. In contrast, private sector engage-
ment is notably lower in least developed countries 
(LDCs) and small island developing states (SIDS), 
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FIGURE 8.2  Prevalence of private sector projects across GEF focal areas, country categories, regions, and 
Agencies

a. Focal area

41%

49%Multifocal
 (n = 912)

22%

36%Land degradation
 (n = 192)

30%

35%International waters
(n = 159)

41%

74%Chemicals and waste
(n = 716)

39%

56%Climate change mitigation
 (n = 354)

25%

21%Climate change adaptation
 (n = 464)

31%

41%Biodiversity
(n = 571)

c. Region 

36%
56%Global

 (n = 337)

41%
63%Regional

 (n = 34)

34%
52%Europe & Central Asia

 (n = 708)

39%

50%Latin America & Caribbean
 (n = 360)

36%

48%Asia
 (n = 819)

33%

38%Africa
 (n = 1,110)

27%
36%Other

 (n = 388)

46%
49%WWF-US

 (n = 59)

40%
49%CI

 (n = 82)

29%
35%World Bank

 (n = 243)

31%
40%FAO

 (n = 397)

56%
82%UNIDO

 (n = 332)

28%
38%UNEP

 (n = 729)

40%
55%UNDP

 (n = 1,198)

d. Agency

b.  Country category

% of GEF financing

% of GEF projects

Other
 (n = 1,928)

27%
33%LDCs

 (n = 1,073)

41%

56%

28%
SIDS

 (n = 614)
43%

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
Note: LDC = least developed country; SIDS = small island developing states; CI = Conservation International; FAO = Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United nations; UNDP = United Nations Development Programme; UNEP = United Nations 
Environment Programme; UNIDO = United Nations Industrial Development Organization; WWF-US = World Wildlife Federation–US. 
Percentages are the share of private sector projects within each focal area, region, Agency, and country classification. Climate change 
adaptation projects are those that received any funding from the Least Developed Countries Fund/Special Climate Change Fund.

where fewer than 30 percent of projects include pri-
vate sector partners, compared to 41 percent in other 
countries (figure 8.2b). Regionally, Africa shows 
slightly reduced participation, with private sector 

collaboration in 33  percent of projects, accounting 
for 38 percent of financing (figure 8.2c). Among GEF 
Agencies, the United Nations Industrial Development 
Organization (UNIDO) stands out, with 56 percent of 
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its projects—and 82 percent of its GEF financing—fea-
turing private sector engagement, the highest share 
across the partnership (figure 8.2d).

GEF projects engage a wide range of private sector 
actors, reflecting the broad definition outlined 
in the PSES. An analysis of 445 projects shows that 
most involve small and medium enterprises and 
individual entrepreneurs. For instance, the project 
Strengthening Adaptive Capacities to Climate Change 
through Capacity Building for Small Scale Enterprises 
and Communities Dependent on Coastal Fisher-
ies in The  Gambia (GEF ID 9194, UNIDO) supports 
small-scale fishery and aquaculture businesses by pro-
moting climate-resilient business models.

Approximately half of the 445 reviewed projects 
report engagement with large corporations, finan-
cial intermediaries, or market facilitators. A notable 
example of a project that engages market facilitators is 
the Food Securities Fund (GEF ID 10322, Conservation 
International), which finances enterprises that aggre-
gate produce and deliver services to farmers, helping 
strengthen supply chains and market access. 

Direct engagement with capital providers such as 
investors or venture capital firms is less common, 
occurring in only 43  percent of projects. One 
such initiative is Establishing the Taskforce on 
Nature-related Financial Disclosures (GEF ID 10755, 
World Wildlife Fund–US). This project is launching 
a coalition to help shape nature finance for the pri-
vate sector and engage investor networks to develop 
frameworks for disclosing nature-related financial risks, 
thus enabling better-informed capital allocation.

Many projects engage with multiple types of private 
sector actors, highlighting the diversity of private 
sector participation across the GEF portfolio. A review 
of 224 ongoing and completed projects—exclud-
ing NGI projects, which are discussed at the end of this 
section—from GEF-6 and GEF-7 shows a shift in the 
depth and type of private sector engagement. Using 

modalities identified in the PSES, projects were clas-
sified into one of five groups based on their primary 
engagement modality: knowledge and information 
sharing, capacity development, policy development, 
finance, and industry leadership.3 During GEF-6, nearly 
half of the projects collaborated with private entities 
primarily through knowledge sharing and information 
exchange (figure 8.3). For example, a project financed 
by the Least Developed Countries Fund—the Senegal 
National Adaptation Plan (GEF ID 6991, United Nations 
Development Program [UNDP])—engaged the private 
sector by informing businesses on progress in prepar-
ing the country’s national adaptation plan for climate 
change. 

In GEF-7, which also saw the adoption of the PSES, 
there was a shift toward deeper forms of engagement. 
Increasingly, projects involved the private sector in cof-
inancing arrangements and public-private partnerships 
(PPPs), signaling a move from peripheral participation 

3 Technical assistance is also a category in the PSES, but is not 
included due to its focus on providing technical assistance to 
Agencies to engage the private sector.

FIGURE 8.3  Sampled private sector engagement 
projects by primary engagement modality

46%
23%

Knowledge and
information sharing

20%
23%

Policy
development

16%

23%
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development

13%

25%
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4%

5%
Industry
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GEF-6
GEF-7

Source: Project documents. 
Note: Figures represent the shares of projects in each 
replenishment period. GEF-6: n = 113; GEF-7: n = 111.
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to more integrated roles in project design and imple-
mentation. For example, the Global Sustainable 
Supply Chains for Marine Commodities (GEF ID 5271, 
UNDP) project addressed funding gaps in sustainable 
fisheries through PPPs in Costa Rica, Ecuador, Indone-
sia, and the Philippines, contributing to the reduction 
of illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing.

Focusing on the portion of the private sector portfolio 
that uses NGIs reveals the following: 

	l The portfolio of NGI projects has fluctuated 
since GEF-5. Between GEF-5 and GEF-8, a total of 
$537  million (6  percent of the overall portfolio of 
private sector projects) has been allocated to 46 
NGI projects to support catalytic financing tools, 
such as loans, guarantees, and equity investments 
(figure 8.4). GEF-8 saw an increase to $194 million 
in financing allocated to NGI projects. NGI proj-
ects were especially catalytic, mobilizing $16.1 in 
cofinancing per GEF dollar4—including $5.5 from 
private sources. 

	l The use of financial instruments in NGI proj-
ects has also evolved across GEF periods. Earlier 
replenishment periods focused mainly on debt and 
risk mitigation instruments as the primary tools for 
engagement. More recent projects have featured 
greater use of equity alongside these instruments, 
reflecting the increasing flexibility of NGIs and 
their ability to support more diverse and complex 
blended finance structures.

	l The NGI portfolio has diversified its focal area 
coverage over time. In GEF-5, nearly all NGI 
projects focused on climate change mitigation, 
accounting for 88  percent of the projects and 
87  percent of the financing. By GEF-8, however, 
the portfolio had expanded to include an equal 

4  This considers reported cofinancing at the project identifi-
cation form/Chief Executive Officer endorsement/approval 
stage. GEF financing excludes Agency fees and project 
preparation grant funding and fees.

distribution across biodiversity, climate change 
mitigation, and multifocal area projects. Notably, 
the biodiversity focal area commands the largest 
share of NGI financing in GEF-8, including support 
for projects such as the Indonesia Coral Reef Bond 
(GEF ID 11323, World Bank) and the Rwanda Wild-
life Conservation Bond Operation (GEF ID 11514, 
World Bank), both of which build on the GEF-7 
Wildlife Conservation Bond (GEF ID 10330) imple-
mented by the World Bank in South Africa. 

	l In terms of geographic scope, NGI projects show 
a strong global and regional presence. Global and 
regional projects comprise 54  percent of all NGI 
projects and 61  percent of total NGI financing—
higher than the broader private sector engagement 
portfolio, where only 20  percent of projects and 
32  percent of financing are global. Coverage of 
LDCs and SIDS, while still limited, has grown. 
There was only one NGI project covering an LDC 
in GEF-5—Geothermal Power Generation Pro-
gram in Djibouti (GEF ID 4626, World Bank)—and 
no projects covering SIDS. In contrast, GEF-8 has 
two projects covering two LDCs (Madagascar and 
Rwanda) and one SIDS (Dominica). 

FIGURE 8.4  GEF financing for NGI projects, 
GEF-5 to GEF-8

GEF-5 GEF-6 GEF-7 GEF-8

$133 mil.
n = 16 $115 mil.

n = 11 $95 mil.
n = 7

$194 mil.
n = 12

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
Note: Includes project financing, Agency fees, and project 
preparation grant funding and fees for approved projects. 
Includes financing from all GEF-managed sources (not 
exclusively from nongrant instrument/blended finance set-
asides). Excludes dropped, canceled, and suspended projects.
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initiatives, some of which have already secured outside 
financing for scaling up at closure. 

In Conserving Biodiversity through Sustainable Man-
agement in Production Landscapes in Costa Rica 
(GEF ID 9416, UNDP), strong private sector engage-
ment through knowledge and information sharing on 
a monitoring system for land use change helped foster 
greater ownership and adoption of the system. In the 
engagement through finance category, the Promoting 
Climate-smart Livestock Management in the Dominican 
Republic (GEF ID 10054, Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation of the United Nations) project helped develop a 
green funding mechanism to finance climate-smart live-
stock farming practices in partnership with banks.

On average, projects featuring private sector engage-
ment received higher outcome ratings in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (90  percent, compared 
to 79  percent for nonprivate sector projects), and 
slightly higher ratings in Europe and Central Asia 
(90  percent, compared to 89  percent for nonpri-
vate sector projects). By focal area, private sector 
engagement projects in the chemicals and waste, 
international waters, land degradation, and multifocal 

	l Implementation of NGI projects remains largely 
driven by multilateral development banks 
(MDBs). The World Bank, the Inter-American 
Development Bank (IDB), the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), and the 
African Development Bank (AfDB)—in that order—
lead in terms of financing. 

8.2	 EFFECTIVENESS
A review of 89 completed projects from GEF-6 and 
GEF-7 involving the private sector—and not includ-
ing NGI projects—revealed variation in performance 
across different engagement modalities. Proj-
ects that focused on industry leadership, finance, and 
knowledge and information sharing tended to show 
stronger performance, as reflected in their outcome 
and sustainability ratings (figure 8.5). For example, the 
Climate Smart Urban Development Challenge (GEF 
ID 9342, UNDP) project actively engaged business 
communities and other stakeholders in developing, 
financing, and implementing climate-smart innovations 
related to energy, transport, construction, planning, 
water, and waste management in cities. This project 
led to the implementation of five private sector–driven 

FIGURE 8.5  Sampled GEF projects rated in the satisfactory/likely range for outcomes/sustainability by 
primary private sector engagement modality
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Sources: Project documents and the GEF IEO Annual Performance Report 2026 data set, which includes completed projects for which 
performance ratings were independently validated through June 2025.
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Program, showed more fragmented engagement, 
often limited to small enterprises or pilots with lim-
ited scalability. While initiatives such as traceability 
tools and performance-based finance show promise, 
overall private sector involvement has been modest, 
pointing to the need for more strategic, scalable, and 
investment-ready models.

Experience across these programs highlights criti-
cal design elements for private sector engagement. 
Too often, interventions were designed as discrete 
activities—such as farmer training, financial awareness 
raising, or firm-level investments—rather than look-
ing to leverage the private sector for broader system 
transformation. In food systems, design gaps included 
insufficient enabling conditions, lack of long-term com-
mitments, and weak business cases for sustainability. 
For example, in Brazil and Paraguay, sustainability pilots 
could not compete with the profitability of land clear-
ing, and engagement with global buyers produced 
few sourcing reforms. Similarly, environmental, social, 
and governance (ESG)–linked finance was undercut by 
continued access to conventional credit without envi-
ronmental requirements, demonstrating the need to 
embed financial structuring and disclosure require-
ments into design from the outset.

Systemic issues also affect design. The most promis-
ing innovations emerged when GEF Agencies engaged 
new types of partners early in project development; 
such collaboration has been inconsistent. Country-level 
capacity gaps further constrain effective design, with 
many operational focal points lacking the tools and 
training to assess financial and partnership dynamics. 
Further, the typical GEF four-year project cycle is too 
short to deliver the systemic change needed in com-
plex sectors and industries. In such settings, progress 
depends on a sequence of interlinked steps—policy 
reform, shifts in demand, changes in production prac-
tices, enhanced transparency and certification, and the 
development of financing mechanisms—all of which 
are difficult to achieve within a limited time frame.

area portfolios—in that order—are more likely to 
receive outcome ratings in the satisfactory range com-
pared to other projects. 

In terms of sustainability, private sector projects in the 
international waters focal area, on average, received 
higher sustainability ratings. For example, the proj-
ect Sustainable Management of Highly Migratory Fish 
Stocks in the West Pacific and East Asian Seas (GEF ID 
5393, UNDP) engaged tuna fishing industry associations 
by sharing knowledge and demonstrating the benefits of 
data collection and monitoring, including for certification 
purposes; this contributed to more fishery enterprises 
adopting these practices to access a wider market.

Across all focal areas (box 8.1), the GEF supports tai-
lored interventions to foster early stage innovation, 
mobilize investment, and create enabling environ-
ments for private sector engagement. Chapter 9 
further highlights the contributions of private sector 
involvement in technological innovations in the GEF.

Private sector engagement in the GEF’s integrated 
programs has increased, but effectiveness has been 
uneven, shaped by differing strategic objectives, 
capacity constraints, and variable enabling condi-
tions. The Good Growth Partnership and Sustainable 
Cities illustrate contrasting approaches to working 
with private actors. The former, focused on commodity 
supply chains, successfully fostered multistakeholder 
dialogue, but struggled to catalyze downstream 
private investment or systemic change. Such multis-
takeholder forums require significant resources, yet in 
practice they are often underresourced and minimally 
staffed; for example, in Liberia, the forum operated 
with only a part-time communications officer. The 
Sustainable Cities Program achieved public-private 
collaboration in renewable energy and waste man-
agement in select cities, yet broader implementation 
challenges underscored the need for stronger munic-
ipal capacity and clearer PPP frameworks. Other 
integrated programs, such as the Sustainable Forest 
Management Impact Program and the Global Wildlife 
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BOX 8.1  Private sector engagement across the GEF focal areas 

Biodiversity. GEF efforts in biodiversity have focused on 
enhancing the bankability of small producers. Through 
the project Reducing Deforestation from Commodity 
Production (GEF ID 9180, United Nations Development 
Programme), the GEF strengthened early stage businesses 
in Indonesia, Liberia, and Paraguay, increasing their access 
to finance and markets while promoting more sustainable 
commodity supply chains.

Climate change adaptation. The Adaptation Accelera-
tor Program (GEF ID 10435, Conservation International) 
financed by the Least Developed Countries Fund (LDCF) 
in Liberia and Madagascar targets adaptation-focused 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) through a struc-
tured three-month accelerator. With sector-specific 
diagnostics and early stage investor engagement, 
the initiative de-risks climate-resilient business ven-
tures in agriculture, fisheries, and water management. 
Complementing this, the GEF Challenge Program for 
Adaptation Innovation under the LDCF and the Spe-
cial Climate Change Fund offers valuable early lessons in 
deploying blended finance and digital tools to support 
micro, small, and medium enterprises, although it still faces 
challenges in scaling and institutional resource demands. 

Climate change mitigation. The Global Cleantech Inno-
vation Program (GEF ID 10461, United Nations Industrial 
Development Organization) exemplifies how the GEF fos-
ters innovation through an incubator-style model. The 
program supports early stage clean technology SMEs using a 
competition-based accelerator framework, effectively acting 
as an innovation funnel. By catalyzing entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems in countries with limited capacity—such as Cambodia, 
Lesotho, Nigeria, and South Africa—the program contributes 
to low-carbon development and green job creation.

International waters. Integrated Transboundary 
Ridges-to-Reef Management of the Mesoamerican Reef 
(GEF ID 5765, World Wildlife Fund-US) illustrates the fea-
sibility of collaboration with private sector entities in the 
management of coastal and marine resources. The proj-
ect established partnerships with industry associations 
across the agriculture, aquaculture, fisheries, and tour-
ism sectors in multiple Central American countries. These 
partnerships facilitated more efficient dissemination of 
information to private sector entities and promoted the 
adoption of sustainable practices aimed at protecting 
aquifers and critical freshwater habitats.

Land degradation. The Climate-smart Livestock Produc-
tion and Land Restoration in the Uruguayan Rangelands 
(GEF ID 9153, Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations) project demonstrates GEF engage-
ment of the private sector through capacity building. The 
multifocal area project supported a training program for 
family farmers, delivered by extension agents, to pro-
mote sustainable livestock practices and restore degraded 
lands. The majority of farmers trained chose to continue 
paying for the extension agents’ services after the project 
ended, a positive development in the project’s long-term 
sustainability.

Chemicals and waste. GEF projects lay the foundational 
groundwork for private investment through regulatory 
and pricing reforms. A project in the Arab Republic of 
Egypt (GEF ID 4392, United Nations Development Pro-
gramme) introduced a pricing scheme and legislative 
reforms for health care and e-waste incineration, helping 
pave the way for future private sector participation in envi-
ronmentally sound waste management systems.

Taken together, these experiences suggest that 
stronger design elements are essential to achieve 
transformational impact. Future private sector inter-
ventions will need to better align financial mechanisms 
with regulatory and governance reforms, integrate 

supply chain incentives and accountability, and 
strengthen institutional capacity to co-create solutions 
that are scalable, investment ready, and sustainable.
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8.3	 GEF STRENGTHS 
IN ENGAGING THE 
PRIVATE SECTOR
A key competitive advantage of the GEF in pri-
vate sector engagement is its convening power. 
The GEF is able to bring together multiple stake-
holders—businesses, industry associations, national 
governments, and communities—across sectors and 
countries to drive systemic, multicommodity transfor-
mation of global value chains (box  8.2). Further, the 
GEF can combine grants, policy reform, and blended 
finance in ways few other institutions can. Grant-based 
market transformation projects are particularly effec-
tive in facilitating multistakeholder collaboration 
through platforms that address both global supply and 
demand, as well as sector-wide and landscape-level 
challenges. Examples of the GEF’s convening power 
are the Roundtable on Sustainable Soy in Paraguay and 
the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil in Indone-
sia, which have large local memberships. Roundtables 
have been an important private sector entry point as 
they build awareness among government and busi-
ness leaders of how private sector engagement can 
complement national development priorities and 
support climate change and biodiversity objectives. 
In Africa, the Circular and POPs-free Plastics Proj-
ect (GEF ID 11049, United Nations Environment 
Programme [UNEP]) seeks to unite regional and global 
actors—such as the Global Plastic Action Partnership, 
the Platform for Accelerating the Circular Economy, 
and the industry-led Alliance to End Plastic Waste—
to promote circular economy solutions. Through the 
FOLUR IP and the Challenge Program for Adaptation 
Innovation, the GEF supports the Sustainable Rice 
Landscapes Initiative, involving more than 80 private 
partners. The program’s consortium model simplifies 
private sector engagement by consolidating efforts 
under a single coordinated platform.

Strategic use of GEF grants supports the co-design 
and piloting of regulatory frameworks, standards, 

and extended producer responsibility (EPR) systems 
with direct input from private actors. For example, 
the Circular Economy Approaches for the Electronics 
Sector in Nigeria (GEF ID 10141, UNEP) project helped 
enact the country’s first EPR legislation and engaged 

BOX 8.2  Effectiveness of global and 
regional programs in engaging private actors 

Regional and global programs—notably the GEF’s 
integrated programs, as highlighted in chapter  6—
have proven to be effective entry points for private 
sector engagement. These targeted interventions 
can influence industry practices, strengthen business 
models, and create pathways for scaling sustainability 
across sectors and geographies. Illustrative examples 
follow:

	l The GEF-7 Food, Land Use, and Restoration 
Impact Program (GEF ID 10201), implemented by 
a consortium of GEF Agencies, demonstrates how 
multistakeholder platforms can align public poli-
cies with market incentives, enabling private actors 
across value chains to adopt more sustainable 
practices.

	l The GEF-6 Global Opportunities for Long-term 
Development of ASGM [Artisanal and Small-scale 
Gold Mining] Sector (GEF GOLD; GEF ID 9602) 
program engaged artisanal and small-scale gold 
miners in Burkina Faso, Colombia, Guyana, Indo-
nesia, Kenya, Mongolia, Peru, and the Philippines. 
By treating miners as entrepreneurs and micro-
enterprises, the program reframed ASGM not as 
an informal challenge but as a sector with poten-
tial for safer business practices and sustainable 
livelihoods. 

	l The initiative was scaled up in GEF-7 
through GEF GOLD+ (GEF ID 10569) 
and expanded to 15 additional countries. 
According to the 2023–24 planetGOLD prog-
ress report, 17,221 miners have already benefited 
from interventions that reduce mercury use while 
improving economic resilience (UNEP 2025).

https://responsiblesoy.org/about-rtrs?lang=en#que-es
https://rspo.org/id/


 Chapter 8. E ngagement with the private sector 145

electronics firms such as Hinckley and E-Terra in pilot 
e-waste programs—demonstrating how policy inno-
vation can trigger investment and operational shifts 
in the private sector. This kind of support is especially 
critical in the chemicals and waste, biodiversity, and 
sustainable land management sectors, where reg-
ulatory clarity is essential to drive private action. As 
some evaluation interviewees emphasized, in Colom-
bia, GEF-funded collaboration enabled companies to 
adopt safer PCB disposal technologies, underpinned 
by regulatory commitments. Countries that estab-
lish clear, enforceable rules—such as EPR systems or 
restrictions on harmful chemicals—consistently attract 
more investment and innovation.

Through its NGIs and Innovation Window, the GEF 
has consistently demonstrated its ability to support 
early stage, high-impact environmental solutions. 
Stakeholders widely acknowledge the GEF’s unique 
capacity to engage in markets and sectors deemed too 
risky by other financiers. This enables the testing and 
de-risking of ventures that might otherwise struggle 
to attract capital. Leveraging its risk tolerance, flex-
ibility, and broad environmental mandate, the GEF 
plays a catalytic role in crowding in private investment 
and paving the way for replication and scale. The Par-
tial Risk Sharing Facility for Energy Efficiency in India 
(GEF ID 4918, World Bank) demonstrates how NGIs 
can catalyze private investment and de-risk markets. 
With $19.8  million in GEF grants, the project mobi-
lized $119.9  million in private capital, supported 
energy efficiency through partial guarantees, institu-
tionalized performance contracting, and strengthened 
stakeholder capacity. Another successful NGI is the 
above-mentioned Wildlife Conservation Bond in 
South Africa. The $43 million Innovative Use of Finan-
cial Instruments for Biodiversity Conservation and 
Restoration in Latin America and the Caribbean (GEF 
ID 11324, IDB) exemplifies GEF support for sovereign 
debt conversions aimed at enhancing biodiversity and 
conservation financing, providing support for debt for 
nature swaps with convertible guarantees. These and 

other examples underscore how nongrant resources 
can be strategically deployed to incentivize conserva-
tion outcomes and mobilize private capital.

Stakeholders cautioned that, under current prac-
tice, it can be difficult to structure and gain approval 
for projects that combine grant and nongrant ele-
ments; nevertheless, there are successful examples. 
One such example is the GEF-6 Green Logistics Pro-
gram (GEF ID 9047, EBRD), which blended NGI and 
technical assistance to support energy efficient logis-
tics. Piloting Innovative Investments for Sustainable 
Landscapes (GEF ID 9719, UNEP) also represents 
this approach and proves the GEF’s aptitude for early 
stage risk-taking; this initiative was later scaled up 
with financing from the the Green Climate Fund as 
well as other public and private investors. The IDB-
PPP MIF [Multilateral Investment Fund] Program 
(GEF ID 4959) has successfully invested in several 
equity funds in Latin America and has managed to 
reach environmental and financial goals. This com-
bination of grant and nongrant elements attracted 
private capital to nature-based solutions, enabling scal-
able agroforestry models that deliver both financial 
returns and global environmental benefits. Another 
example of a project combining both grant (capac-
ity building) and nongrant (concessional finance) 
elements is the South Eastern Mediterranean EE/
ESCO Markets Platform (GEF ID 5143, EBRD). Span-
ning five countries, this program successfully blended 
concessional finance with capacity-building efforts. 
By working closely with operational focal points, 
EBRD was able to deploy innovative financing mech-
anisms—such as private-to-private renewable energy 
contracts and carbon credit–based financing—
across high-risk markets. The initiative mobilized over 
$198  million in cofinancing and demonstrated how 
technical and financial collaboration can produce rep-
licable, investment-ready models.

GEF Agencies engage the private sector in dis-
tinct yet complementary ways, reflecting their 
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institutional strengths and mandates. MDBs—such 
as the World Bank Group (including IFC and the Inter-
national Bank for Reconstruction and Development), 
IDB, AfDB, the Asian Development Bank, and EBRD—
have the legal, financial, and institutional frameworks 
to structure and deploy NGIs at scale. They are 
equipped to cofinance GEF projects with their own 
investment capital, leveraging GEF financing into cata-
lytic instruments such as loans, guarantees, and equity. 
In some cases, this has resulted in high cofinancing 
ratios, as seen in the Promotion of Non-fired Brick Pro-
duction and Utilization (GEF ID 4801, UNDP) project, 
where a ratio exceeding 32:1 was achieved. IFC and 
IDB have dedicated blended finance units with spe-
cialized expertise in structuring layered capital to share 
risk. This has permitted these private sector–facing 
divisions to manage pipelines of smaller, high-impact 
projects in accord with GEF objectives under a shared 
set of environmental, fiduciary, and reporting stan-
dards. A precedent for this model was the GEF Earth 
Fund Platform (GEF ID 4257; World Bank, IFC).

United Nations agencies and international nongov-
ernmental organizations typically focus on creating 
enabling environments, delivering technical assistance 
and fostering community engagement—critical founda-
tions for long-term investment readiness, especially in 
sectors or regions where private finance is nascent. Rec-
ognizing and coordinating these complementary roles 

is essential to scale private sector engagement across 
diverse geographies and focal areas.

8.4	 CONSTRAINTS TO 
GEF PRIVATE SECTOR 
ENGAGEMENT
Despite the GEF’s strategic ambition to mobilize pri-
vate capital for environmental impact, systemic and 
operational restrictions continue to limit effective pri-
vate sector engagement. In fact, a substantial share of 
surveyed stakeholders disagreed or strongly disagreed 
that the GEF has a comparative advantage in engaging 
the private sector (figure 8.6). 

As determined through interviews, constraints to the 
GEF’s engagement with the private sector fall into sev-
eral interrelated categories:

	l Bureaucratic processes and misaligned incentives. 
The GEF’s complex procedures, lengthy approval 
process, and delayed visibility of results are poorly 
matched with the private sector’s need for speed, 
flexibility, and timely returns. Interviewees noted 
that prolonged project preparation and imple-
mentation timelines undermine the business case 
for private participation—particularly for small and 
medium enterprises in developing countries. GEF 

FIGURE 8.6  Distribution of stakeholder perceptions on whether the GEF has a comparative advantage in 
engaging with the private sector
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funding modalities are often viewed as overly rigid, 
complex, and mismatched with private sector risk 
return profiles, further discouraging investment.

	l Underutilization of NGIs. Although NGIs are cen-
tral to crowding in private capital investment, their 
use within the GEF is still held in check. NGIs under 
the Blended Finance Program are confined to a 
capped window, with a $15 million ceiling per proj-
ect, constraining scale and cost-effectiveness. This 
siloed treatment, despite strong backing from the 
GEF Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel and 
consistency with MDB practices, depresses their 
application across focal areas—especially those lack-
ing predictable revenue streams, such as biodiversity 
and land degradation. Without broader integration 
of NGIs into core programming, the GEF’s potential 
to mobilize private finance remains constrained. 

	l Institutional bias and design shortcomings. Many 
GEF Agencies lack the incentives, expertise, or will-
ingness to engage the private sector strategically. 
Ideological biases persist, with private actors often 
treated as peripheral stakeholders or cofinanciers 
rather than core implementation partners. In prac-
tice, project locations and themes are frequently 
predetermined without private sector input, 
resulting in misaligned priorities and missed oppor-
tunities. The mismatch between the GEF’s relatively 
short funding cycles (three to six years) and the 
longer investment horizons of private actors further 
exacerbates this disconnect.

	l Limited country-level capacity and readiness. 
Operational focal points, who are responsible for 
guiding GEF programming at the national level, 
often lack the tools, training, and incentives to assess 
or design private sector interventions. The GEF 
PSES noted “little knowledge within the private 
sector of where to start when working with the GEF 
Partnership, especially through operational focal 
points” (GEF 2020, 10). Interviews confirmed that 
country-level capacity constraints—including among 
local businesses—continue to be a major barrier to 
effective engagement. While the GEF’s upstream 

technical dialogues, organized as part of the Coun-
try Engagement Strategy (see chapter  10), aim to 
integrate private sector engagement into country 
planning, technical expertise, institutional coordina-
tion, and access to de-risking tools are often meager.

	l Burdensome project preparation and due dil-
igence. Evaluating the financial and operational 
credibility of private sector partners—particu-
larly in frontier markets5—is resource intensive and 
often exceeds standard project preparation bud-
gets. Agencies noted that this bottleneck can 
delay timelines and deter private actor inclusion. 
Private firms in turn may be discouraged by bur-
densome compliance requirements. Although 
some Agencies have experience with private sector 
due diligence, restrictions in accreditation flexibil-
ity—such as requiring private sector initiatives to 
be routed through public sector divisions—further 
impede efficient engagement.

	l Weak monitoring, evaluation, and communi-
cation. A lack of robust tracking and evaluation 
systems for innovative, revenue-generating projects 
restricts the ability to learn from and scale successful 
models. Key outcome metrics—such as jobs created 
or private capital mobilized—are not consistently 
monitored or communicated. Stakeholders have 
also stressed the need for stronger information 
management systems to enhance transparency and 
help private actors identify investment opportu-
nities. Without improvements in monitoring and 

5 Frontier markets are economies that are less developed 
and often smaller, more volatile, and less liquid than emerg-
ing markets, but still more advanced than LDCs. They include 
countries that have some access to capital markets and basic 
economic infrastructure but are often considered higher risk 
due to political instability, limited financial transparency, or 
fragile institutions. Examples include several Sub-Saharan 
African countries, SIDS, parts of Central Asia, and some post-
conflict or fragile economies. Frontier markets matter to the 
GEF because they overlap areas of high global environmen-
tal importance, such as biodiversity hotspots, tropical forests, 
and fragile marine ecosystems. 
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communication, successful initiatives risk remaining 
isolated and underleveraged.

	l Limited governance representation. While the 
GEF has established a Private Sector Advisory Group 
of financial experts to guide its Blended Finance Pro-
gram, the GEF Council itself does not include private 
sector representatives—in contrast with peer institu-
tions such as the Green Climate Fund and the GEF’s 
own Global Biodiversity Framework Fund. Including 
private sector voices in Council deliberations could 
strengthen the alignment between GEF strategies 
and investor realities, while helping public and pri-
vate stakeholders better understand each other’s 
priorities and constraints. It also must be recognized 
that many companies are reluctant to participate 
directly in governance structures, as they do not wish 
to be perceived as formal representatives or proxies 
for the private sector as a whole, but instead prefer 
targeted, issue-specific engagement through consul-
tations and advisory panels—an approach reflected 
in the GEF’s NGI policy. Greater participation by 
the private sector arms of MDBs in GEF Council 
discussions could further enhance private sector 
engagement by bringing investment perspectives 
and practical experience with blended finance more 
directly into strategic decision-making. 

	l Underutilization of the STAR for private sector 
projects. Although countries are permitted to 
allocate STAR funding toward private sector 
engagement or NGI projects, only slight uptake 
persists. In GEF-8, only 3 of 12 NGI-programmed 
projects received STAR financing, accounting for 
less than 15  percent of total NGI project funding. 
Mainstreaming private sector engagement as a core 
theme within STAR programming—particularly 
through blended structures combining grants and 
NGIs—is an underexploited opportunity, despite 
its emphasis in the GEF’s NGI policy.

8.5	 SUMMARY
The GEF has made steady progress in private sector 
engagement, particularly through the 2020 PSES, 
which established a dual approach of market trans-
formation and NGIs. Market transformation has been 
pursued through policies, standards, capacity building, 
and value chain initiatives that influence production, 
demand, and finance; NGIs have been used to mobi-
lize capital, de-risk innovation, and test new financial 
mechanisms. Grants remain central for enabling con-
ditions and early stage innovation, but NGIs have 
demonstrated strong catalytic potential, with high 
leverage ratios and expanding use beyond climate 
change into biodiversity, chemicals and waste, and 
integrated programs.

The effectiveness of private sector engagement has 
been uneven. Many interventions were designed as 
discrete activities—such as farmer training, awareness 
raising for financial institutions, or firm-level invest-
ments—rather than as part of a broader strategy for 
systemic transformation. Barriers include insufficient 
enabling conditions, weak or unclear business cases 
for sustainability, short project cycles, continued access 
to conventional finance without ESG requirements, 
and limited regulatory enforcement in key sectors and 
geographies. Engagement in LDCs and SIDS has been 
especially constrained by fragile financial systems and 
capacity gaps.

Achieving transformational change requires moving 
beyond pilots and embedding private sector engage-
ment systematically across programming. This means 
strengthening the balance between market transfor-
mation and NGIs, aligning project design with private 
sector risk return expectations, and generating pipelines 
of investment-ready projects. By tailoring approaches to 
different country market contexts and combining policy 
reform, standards, and capacity building with conces-
sional, risk-bearing finance, the GEF can maximize its 
catalytic role and better position itself as a platform for 
innovation, risk-taking, and transformational change.
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chapter 9

Risk and 
innovation

9.	 chapter number

A s global environmental challenges intensify, 
the ability to manage risk while foster-
ing innovation is increasingly essential for 

achieving meaningful and lasting impact. For the GEF, 
the rationale for supporting innovation—particularly 
through the use of advanced technologies—has never 
been more compelling. These tools offer the potential 
to address complex and systemic threats, such as cli-
mate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution at scale, 
where conventional solutions might be insufficient.

To address this need, the GEF has made notable 
institutional shifts. The GEF-8 Strategic Positioning 
Framework emphasized innovation as a key driver for 
transformational change (GEF Secretariat 2022b), sup-
ported by the establishment of an Innovation Window 
and reinforced by the adoption of the 2024 risk appe-
tite statement, which assigns the GEF a high appetite 
for innovation risk (GEF 2024b; STAP 2022). These 
developments signal a clear commitment to enabling 
calculated risk-taking and forward-looking solutions 
designed to accelerate systemic change. 

Risk management in the GEF, however, extends 
well beyond innovation. Projects must also navigate 
contextual risks, including climate variability, environ-
mental and social safeguards, and shifting political or 
governance conditions, as well as execution risks, such 
as fiduciary oversight, institutional capacity, and chal-
lenges to stakeholder engagement. Recognizing these 
diverse challenges, the GEF Council adopted a risk 
appetite framework to guide Agencies in taking calcu-
lated risks. This framework differentiates risk appetite 

across three dimensions: innovation risk (high), contex-
tual risk (substantial), and execution risk (moderate). 
By applying differentiated appetite levels, the frame-
work supports adaptive risk management and learning, 
enabling projects to pursue systemic and scalable out-
comes while maintaining robust mitigation measures 
(table 9.1). 

The GEF places particular emphasis on innova-
tion risk, recognizing that transformational change 
often requires testing unproven solutions. This risk 
encompasses three areas: institutional and policy risks, 
arising from political or regulatory shifts; technologi-
cal risks, linked to the uncertain performance of new 
or unproven technologies; and financial and busi-
ness model risks, reflecting the challenges of attracting 
private investment to novel instruments such as biodi-
versity credits or blended finance.

While many successful approaches combine different 
types of innovation, this chapter focuses on technolog-
ical innovation and its associated risks, reflecting both 
its high rating in the GEF risk appetite statement and its 
potential to deliver quick, tangible outputs and attract 
private sector engagement. Recent years have seen 
an exponential pace of technological advancement, 
offering unprecedented opportunities to address 
environmental challenges at scale. Scientific and 
policy assessments (e.g., Bierbaum et al. 2024; Lenton 
et al. 2023; STAP 2018; World Economic Forum 2017, 
2020, 2021) highlight technological innovation as a 
key enabler of transformational environmental man-
agement, from reducing greenhouse gas emissions and 
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improving natural resource efficiency to curbing pollu-
tion and boosting agricultural productivity.

Against this backdrop, this chapter examines 
risk in the GEF portfolio broadly, with a focus on 
technological innovation. It draws on two recent eval-
uations—Assessing Portfolio-Level Risk in the GEF and 
Evaluation of Innovation and Application of Technologies 
in the GEF (GEF IEO forthcoming-c, forthcoming-p)—to 
explore how risk and innovation ambitions are being 
translated into practice, what enabling conditions are 
needed, and which barriers remain.

9.1	 RISK IN THE GEF 
PORTFOLIO
Managing risk has become increasingly import-
ant for development organizations over the past 
decade, particularly in the face of global environ-
mental degradation and other complex challenges. 
In response, many GEF Agencies have developed 
enterprise risk management frameworks. These frame-
works are intended to help optimize resources and 

achieve impact, even when these actions involve taking 
on higher levels of risk. Transparency and strategic 
risk-taking have become central to these efforts.

Recognizing the need to adopt more deliberate 
risk-taking in pursuit of innovation and global envi-
ronmental benefits, the GEF Council approved a 
risk appetite document at its 66th meeting. This 
document is intended to guide Agencies in taking 
calculated risks while maintaining prudent manage-
ment (GEF 2024b). It also signals a shift in the GEF’s 
approach to managing risk and fostering innovation. For 
this shift to take hold, the GEF must define its desired 
portfolio-level risk, clarify risk tolerance, and ensure 
shared understanding of risk ownership. Internal risk 
management processes within the GEF will also need to 
evolve to support these changes.

Risk profile of the GEF 
portfolio

The GEF portfolio is currently characterized by a low 
to moderate risk profile. The evaluation considered 

TABLE 9.1  Dimensions and categories of the risk appetite framework

Risk category Description

Innovation risk appetite: high

Institutional and policy Supporting institutional and policy innovation to enable transformational and resilient 
environmental outcomes

Technological Promoting technological innovation to accelerate and scale environmental impact

Financial and business model Mobilizing innovative blended finance investments and investments in private sector entities 
that may unlock new financial resources or solutions

Context risk appetite: substantial

Climate Responding to climate challenges to achieve more effective and lasting results

Environmental and social Addressing environmental and social inclusion to enhance impact and sustainability

Political and governance Adapting to political, fragility, and governance contexts to safeguard development outcomes

Execution risk appetite: moderate

Capacity for implementation Strengthening institutional capacity to enhance effective project implementation and results

Fiduciary Upholding fiduciary standards to ensure transparent and accountable use of resources

Stakeholder Inclusive stakeholder engagement to foster ownership and sustain long-term outcomes

Source: GEF 2024b.
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multiple dimensions of risk, including political and gov-
ernance conditions in the context of fragility, capacity 
for implementation and adaptive management, and 
fiduciary risk. Innovation risk was a prominent factor, 
looking at risks associated with institutional and policy 
changes, new financial and business models, and the 
adoption of advanced technology. Most projects are 
rated as low risk and have delivered outcomes rated in 
the satisfactory range (figure 9.1). Data from 366 closed 
projects show that the largest share is clustered around 
low-risk projects with satisfactory range results. Projects 
rated as high risk with at least marginally satisfactory 
outcomes represent a smaller portion. No clear tran-
sition toward a higher risk profile has been observed 
across GEF replenishment periods based on closed 
projects to date.

Although high-risk projects make up a smaller share 
of the portfolio, the GEF seeks to enable greater cal-
culated risk-taking. The cultural adjustment required 
to support this aspiration has yet to occur. GEF Agen-
cies display different attitudes toward risk and use 
varying criteria for risk measurement and management. 

In many cases, their self-described risk culture does not 
match the data. This inconsistency points to the need 
for a more harmonized understanding of risk across the 
GEF partnership to effectively implement the new risk 
appetite framework. The risk document emphasizes 
that further consultation and clarification are needed 
to support this effort (GEF 2024b).

Risk ratings for child projects under integrated pro-
grams show a moderate overall risk profile, generally 
below the GEF’s stated risk appetite. In both the con-
textual and innovation dimensions, GEF‑8 projects 
were within the moderate risk category. For contex-
tual risks, GEF‑8 projects were rated as substantial; for 
innovation, no project was rated as high despite the 
GEF’s high-risk appetite for innovation. For execu-
tion risks, 49 percent of projects were rated as low and 
42 percent as moderate: in this domain, the GEF risk 
appetite is moderate.

A few projects exhibit higher risk profiles. In GEF‑8, 
the Enabling Large-Scale Ecosystem Restoration in Haiti 
through the Piloting and Implementation of Payments 
for Environmental Services Schemes (GEF ID 11130, 
United Nations Environment Programme) project and 
the Northern Mozambique Rural Resilience Project 
(GEF ID 11133, World Bank) are rated high risk across all 
context categories due to severe environmental degra-
dation, insecurity, and social tensions. In innovation, no 
projects are rated high overall, but the Resilient Urban 
Sierra Leone Project (GEF ID 10768, World Bank) is 
rated substantial across institutional, technological, and 
financial risk categories, while Haiti’s ecosystem res-
toration project has a high institutional and policy risk 
rating. For execution risks, Haiti again stands out, along 
with the Chad ecological corridors project (GEF ID 
11138, International Union for Conservation of Nature), 
which faces fiduciary and procurement challenges.

Projects in fragile and conflict‑affected situations 
carry higher risk ratings across all dimensions com-
pared to those in more stable contexts. Compared 
to stand-alone, full‑size projects, integrated program 

FIGURE 9.1  Heatmap of risk and outcome ratings 
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FIGURE 9.2  Risk profiles and outcomes 
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child projects tend to have lower contextual and exe-
cution risk ratings, yet both groups show no high 
innovation risk ratings despite the GEF’s appetite for 
risk-taking in this area.

Across Agencies, different risk profiles can result 
in similar project outcomes. Some Agencies are 
better equipped to manage risk due to internal capac-
ities or institutional structures, while others face more 
constraints (figure  9.2). Agencies tend to adhere to 
their own standards, which are influenced by their 
unique incentive structures. To shift the GEF’s over-
all risk profile, collaboration with Agencies is essential 

to build both willingness and capacity for higher-risk 
engagement.

Outcomes of high-risk 
projects

High-risk projects typically exhibit greater variance 
in outcomes. Although a higher level of risk may some-
times be associated with lower outcomes, there are 
clear cases where high-risk projects have yielded sig-
nificant benefits.
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For example, in the climate change focal area, three 
high-risk renewable energy projects that focused on 
solar energy and policies to reduce fossil fuel subsidies 
achieved the highest possible outcome ratings. These 
projects—all led by the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) and conducted in Nepal, St. Vin-
cent and the Grenadines, and the Marrakesh (GEF IDs 
4345, 5297, and 9567)—addressed regulatory barri-
ers and promoted energy efficiency, demonstrating 
the potential rewards of targeted high-risk investments. 
Similarly, a high-risk protected area project in Uruguay 
(GEF ID 4841, UNDP) shows the benefits of long-term 
GEF engagement. In that project, remote sensing of the 
Esteros de Farrapos National Park reveals minimal forest 
loss within park boundaries over time, confirming the 
park’s effectiveness as a buffer against deforestation.

Institutional and state capacity strongly influ-
ence a project’s risk profile. Weak technical or 
financial capacity, limited government ownership, 
and low in-country capacity are major concerns. Con-
versely, countries with stronger institutions and rule of 
law tend to manage and implement projects more suc-
cessfully, resulting in better outcomes. 

Adaptive risk management also plays a role in influ-
encing results. Among 315 projects that reported more 
than one risk rating over their implementation period, 
29 percent showed a decrease in risk rating, suggesting 
successful mitigation or adjustment during implementa-
tion. In contrast, 13 percent of projects saw risk ratings 
increase, possibly due to unforeseen challenges or 
underestimation at design. Projects that experienced a 
reduction in risk ratings generally achieved better out-
comes, supporting the value of adaptive management.

Most GEF projects continue to operate within a low 
to moderate risk profile, and there is increasing rec-
ognition of the need for greater calculated risk-taking 
to achieve ambitious environmental goals. Strong 
examples, such as solar energy and protected area proj-
ects, highlight the potential benefits of this approach. 
Moving toward a higher-risk, higher-reward model will 

require clearer internal guidance, enhanced coordina-
tion with Agencies, and a shared understanding of risk 
within the GEF partnership.

Risk and technological 
innovation

After examining the overall risk profile of the GEF 
portfolio, this section focuses specifically on the risks 
associated with technological innovation. 

The overall risk profile of technological innovation 
within the GEF portfolio is low to moderate, with no 
evidence that projects involving technological com-
ponents systematically carry higher risks. Among 
2,016 projects reviewed, only 4 (0.2  percent) were 
classified as having substantial or high technological 
risks, mostly due to low adoption rates or continued 
reliance on outdated technologies. Risk assessment of 
emerging technologies is often incomplete; for exam-
ple, concerns about the energy demands of artificial 
intelligence (AI) or the data security implications of 
blockchain—well-documented risks identified by the 
STAP and the broader literature—are rarely addressed 
explicitly in project design, even if the eventuality of 
these risks could be limited.

An exception to the portfolio’s overall low-to-mod-
erate profile is private sector engagement projects, 
which tend to have higher innovation risk ratings 
than the rest of the portfolio. Since the adoption 
of the GEF risk appetite statement in 2024, private 
sector engagement projects have shown slightly lower 
contextual and execution risks but higher innova-
tion risks, driven mainly by technological and financial 
model innovation (figure 9.3). Examples include the 
EarthRanger project (GEF ID  10551, Conserva-
tion International), which introduces private sector 
wildlife-monitoring software; and the low-emission 
vehicles project in Uzbekistan (GEF ID 10282, UNDP), 
which develops business models to attract private 
investment into a traditionally public transport sector.
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Despite the GEF’s stated high appetite for innova-
tion risk, most projects remain low risk by design, 
because countries and agencies often prioritize pro-
posals perceived as more likely to secure approval. 
These procedural and institutional constraints limit the 
number of projects that embrace higher-risk techno-
logical innovation, even where such approaches could 
deliver transformational impact.

9.2	 TECHNOLOGICAL 
INNOVATION IN THE 
GEF PORTFOLIO
Building on this focus on technological innovation, 
the evaluation conducted a comprehensive analysis 
of technological innovations across the GEF portfolio. 
For the GEF-6, GEF-7, and GEF-8 portfolios, about 120 
technologies were identified and organized into three 
categories: (1) emerging (or narrow) innovative tech-
nologies such as AI and green hydrogen; (2) broader 
innovative technologies such as digital platforms and 

remote sensing; and (3) other technologies, repre-
senting broad and long-standing technologies. This 
taxonomy was applied to a portfolio of 2,016 projects. 

Technological innovation 
profile of the GEF portfolio

Only 10  percent of GEF projects incorporate 
emerging or advanced technologies. In this regard, 
it is acknowledged that not all projects require 
cutting-edge technology to achieve their intended 
global environmental benefits. While 63  percent of 
projects across GEF‑6 to GEF‑8 include some form 
of technology, only 31  percent involve broader tech-
nological innovations, and just 10  percent feature 
emerging or advanced tools. The most common 
technological innovations are digital platforms (172 
projects), remote sensing and geospatial tools (161), 
and nature‑based solutions (97); more advanced 
applications such as data modeling (79  projects), 

FIGURE 9.3  Distribution of risk ratings for private sector engagement and other projects, by innovation risk 
category
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mobile apps (21), and sensor‑based systems (20) are 
far less frequent.

Disruptive technologies with high environmen-
tal potential remain rare. AI and machine learning 
are present in just 12 projects (0.6 percent) and typi-
cally play a supportive role, such as in drone-based risk 
mapping in Colombia (GEF ID 10438, Development 
Bank of Latin America and the Caribbean). Blockchain 
is found in only six projects (0.3 percent), and technol-
ogies like cellular agriculture and nanotechnology are 
largely absent. (The role of disruptive technologies is 
further discussed later in this section.)

Stakeholder interviews indicate that the over-
all recent focus on innovation in GEF strategies and 
approaches has supported the growth of technologi-
cal innovations in GEF projects. From GEF-6 to GEF-7, 
the number of projects with innovations grew by 
55 percent, with notable growth in areas such as elec-
tric mobility (from 3 to 36 projects) and nature-based 
solutions (from 5 to 41; figure  9.4). This expansion is 

attributed to initiatives led by the GEF Secretariat, 
the Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel (STAP), 
and Agencies that have promoted innovation through 
programs like the Challenge Program for Adaptation 
Innovation under the LDCF/SCCF and the Innovation 
Window. While innovation is intended to be main-
streamed across the portfolio, these targeted funding 
windows have explicitly encouraged innovative 
approaches and helped attract nontraditional part-
ners, including startups, investment and microfinance 
institutions, and technology-oriented academic institu-
tions. For example, several Challenge Program projects 
incorporate AI/ML, blockchain, drones, and LiDAR. 
Similarly, three out of seven projects selected through 
the GEF-8 Innovation Window explicitly focus on tech-
nological innovation, including blockchain-satellite 
integration, AI/ML for wildlife monitoring, and 
machine learning for conservation planning.

Technological innovation is unevenly distributed 
across GEF focal areas, Agencies, and program-
ming modalities, with the strongest presence in 

FIGURE 9.4  Growth in top 10 broad and narrow technological innovations from GEF-6 to GEF-7
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the international waters focal area and regional 
initiatives. Among the GEF focal areas, interna-
tional waters stands out with the highest share of 
both broad (42  percent) and emerging/cutting-edge 
(21  percent) technologies—well above the portfolio 
average of 31 percent and 10 percent, respectively. This 
achievement is attributed to the focal area’s flexibil-
ity in piloting tools and its long-standing International 
Waters Learning Exchange and Resource Network 
(IW:LEARN) platform. Other focal areas—such as bio-
diversity, climate change, and land degradation—also 
show moderate engagement with technology, while 
chemicals and waste lags behind.

Some GEF Agencies—particularly UNDP, the Inter-
national Fund for Agricultural Development, and 
multilateral development banks like the Asian Devel-
opment Bank, Inter-American Development Bank, 
Development Bank of Latin America and the Carib-
bean, and African Development Bank—stand out for 
their higher adoption of emerging and cutting-edge 
technologies, with between 11 percent and 30 percent 
of their projects incorporating such innovations. Their 
relative success is attributed to a supportive institu-
tional culture, greater experience with innovation, and 
access to technical and financial resources.

Geographically, technological innovations appear 
widely distributed, although they are more common 
in regional and global projects than in national ones. 
This distribution reflects the flexibility and broader 
partnership networks at the regional and global levels, 
which facilitate the inclusion of advanced technologies 
and collaboration with specialized global partners.

Integrated programming has supported the adop-
tion of technological innovation, but its full 
potential remains untapped. As programming 
evolved from pilots to a more structured modality 
between GEF‑6 and GEF‑8, some programs made spe-
cific efforts to scale up transformational technologies. 
For example, the Food Systems Integrated Program 
(GEF ID 11214, FAO) provides guidance to child 

projects on adopting and disseminating agri‑tech solu-
tions. In the Sustainable Cities Program, 30 percent of 
projects incorporated broader technological innova-
tions—such as digital platforms, remote sensing, data 
modeling, nature‑based solutions, and smart grids—
indicating progress but not yet at a level exceeding that 
of the broader GEF portfolio.

Despite the GEF’s stated appetite for high‑risk inno-
vation, technological innovation risk ratings remain 
low to moderate, including within integrated 
programs. This conservative risk profile points to struc-
tural limitations: interviewees noted the absence of 
frameworks to guide technology selection, such as 
technology readiness indices, and the underuse of 
integrated programming knowledge platforms due to 
limited funding and staffing.

Several disruptive technologies with the potential to 
generate positive environmental and socioeconomic 
benefits at a large scale remain largely absent from 
the GEF portfolio. For example, blockchain is present 
in only six projects, while nanotechnology and cellu-
lar agriculture were not identified in any project. These 
technologies offer considerable opportunities for envi-
ronmental impact: blockchain can improve supply 
chain transparency and enhance the integrity of carbon 
credit verification, nanotechnology holds prom-
ise for water purification and pollution remediation, 
and cellular agriculture could substantially reduce the 
environmental footprint of food production. The lim-
ited uptake of such technologies is not aligned with 
the pace of global technological development or the 
expertise already available within several GEF Agen-
cies and multilateral organizations. For instance, UNDP 
has established a Blockchain Academy to support UN 
personnel across more than 170 countries (UNDP 
2024), and the Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) of the United Nations has developed specialized 
knowledge in cell-based protein and other emerging 
technologies. The global market for nanotechnology 
alone is projected to grow from $68.0 billion in 2023 

https://www.iwlearn.net/
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to $183.7  billion by 2028, with applications already 
being commercialized in sectors relevant to GEF focal 
areas, including in African countries. Limited support 
for disruptive technologies with potentially high pay-
offs constitutes a strategic risk, particularly considering 
the urgency and scale of environmental challenges that 
require transformational change.

Effectiveness in projects 
with technological 
innovation

Technological innovations are associated with trans-
formational change (Donaldson and Ratner 2023; 
GEF IEO 2018b). In Uruguay, for example, the GEF sup-
ported wind energy development at an early stage 
through technical assistance and policy support (GEF 
ID 2826, UNDP). This project helped reduce per-
ceived investment risks and paved the way for Uruguay’s 
large-scale transition to renewable energy. By 2016, wind 
power accounted for more than 30 percent of the coun-
try’s electricity generation, demonstrating how GEF 
interventions with a strong technological component can 
lead to sector-wide transformation. Similarly, in China, a 
persistent organic pollutants (POPs) management and 
disposal project (GEF ID 2926, United Nations Indus-
trial Development Organization [UNIDO]) contributed 
to transformational change by introducing technologies 
such as cement kiln co-processing to safely destroy POPs 
at scale. Supported by enabling policies and private 
sector engagement, the project significantly exceeded 
its original targets, eliminating 5 times more pesticides, 
3 times more fly ash dioxins, and 80 times more fly ash 
than initially planned. As a result, the project reduced 
health risks for over 15 million people (Zazueta and Liu 
2018). These examples demonstrate that technologi-
cal innovation—when aligned with systemic levers such 
as policy, finance, and behavior—has played a significant 
role in achieving the conditions necessary for transforma-
tional change.

Technological innovations have contributed 
to improved environmental monitoring and 
decision-making and environmental benefits across 
the GEF portfolio. Improved monitoring has been 
achieved through the use of remote sensing, drones, 
and AI and machine learning technologies. For exam-
ple, the Trends.Earth platform, supported through a 
series of Conservation International projects (GEF IDs 
9163, 10230, 11834), provides free global data sets 
for tracking changes in land degradation, supporting 
countries in their reporting commitments under the 
UN Convention to Combat Desertification. 

Furthermore, technological innovations have con-
tributed to multiple environmental benefits. These 
benefits include protection of endangered species 
and ecosystems and efforts to combat illegal wild-
life trade through tools such as Global Positioning 
System (GPS) tracking, forensic technologies, and 
digital platforms that enable traceability and rapid 
decision-making (GEF IEO forthcoming-n). Other 
examples include reductions in greenhouse gas emis-
sions through electric vehicle deployment, renewable 
energy integration, and grid modernization (e.g., GEF 
ID 9147, UNIDO; GEF ID 9223, World Bank); reduced 
water pollution via the use of constructed wetlands 
(e.g., GEF ID 6962, UNDP); and improved chemicals 
management through the adoption of noncombus-
tion hazardous waste disposal technologies (e.g., GEF 
ID 1692, UNDP; GEF ID 2329, UNIDO; GEF ID 4386, 
UNIDO). 

Socioeconomic benefits linked to technological 
innovations have also been reported. These ben-
efits include job creation through nature-based 
solutions (GEF ID 10768, World Bank); increases in 
local revenue through improved property tax sys-
tems using remote sensing (GEF ID 10768, World 
Bank); and market expansion driven by electric vehi-
cle supply chains (GEF ID 9147, UNIDO; GEF ID 9223, 
World Bank). In agricultural systems, the applica-
tion of advanced watershed treatment technologies 

https://docs.trends.earth/en/latest/
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has contributed to higher farm incomes (GEF IEO 
2018b). The Global Cleantech Innovation Programme, 
a GEF-UNIDO initiative, has helped strengthen 
innovation and entrepreneurship ecosystems, sup-
porting small and medium enterprises in transforming 
cleantech innovations into viable, investment-ready 
businesses. Project activities such as national investor 
forums proved effective in securing capital. Following 
a GEF IEO (2020) evaluation, the program sharpened 
its objective to more explicitly foster private sector 
engagement and investment at scale, prioritizing inno-
vations in areas such as electric mobility, decentralized 
renewable energy and energy storage, energy effi-
ciency, and cleantech related to sustainable cities and 
sustainable food systems. Additionally, the AgTech 
Agventures II Fund, a nongrant instrument (GEF ID 
10336, Inter-American Development Bank), is working 
to establish a venture capital model for novel agricul-
tural technologies in Latin America. To date, the fund 
has secured $58 million in investment for 17 technol-
ogy startups offering digital, biotech, and automation 
solutions aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions, 
preventing land degradation, improving chemical 
management, and enhancing the livelihoods of small 
and medium-size farms.

Enablers and barriers to 
technological innovation

Based on the analysis of technological innovation across 
the GEF portfolio, several key factors emerge that either 
facilitate or hinder the effective support of technological 
innovation. Understanding these enablers and barriers 
is crucial for strengthening the GEF’s capacity to support 
technological innovation in future programming.

Several key enablers support technological inno-
vation within the GEF partnership. These include 
institutional capacity and culture, financial and orga-
nizational mechanisms, strategic partnerships, 
supportive national policy frameworks, and techno-
logical readiness. Institutional capacity and culture 

that promote innovation are reflected in the willing-
ness of the GEF Secretariat and Agencies to encourage 
risk-taking, strengthen knowledge management, and 
leverage integrated programming and advisory sup-
port from the STAP, alongside drawing on technical 
expertise within Agencies and countries. Financial 
and organizational mechanisms that facilitate inno-
vation include flexible funding windows (such as the 
Innovation Window and Challenge Programs), non-
grant instruments, and blended finance approaches 
designed to share and manage risk.

Effective partnerships—particularly with private sector 
actors, global institutions, research organizations, 
and knowledge-sharing initiatives—further enhance 
innovation by enabling access to technical resources, 
infrastructure, and financing. National policies and 
strategic frameworks, including those related to 
electric mobility, green hydrogen, and enabling regu-
latory environments, create favorable conditions for 
technology adoption. Lastly, the presence of techno-
logical readiness and infrastructure—such as advances 
in AI/ML, blockchain, digital integration, and access to 
enabling platforms—forms the foundation for deploy-
ing and scaling technological solutions.

However, some barriers continue to limit the 
GEF’s ability to effectively support technologi-
cal innovation. Key barriers include the absence of a 
system-wide strategy or approach for technological 
innovation and horizon scanning—that is, systematic 
monitoring and analysis of emerging technological 
trends and their potential applications—a project cycle 
that is misaligned with the rapid pace of technological 
change, limited strategic partnerships with the private 
sector, and weak country-level capacity and infrastruc-
ture to adopt and sustain new technologies.

The most significant barrier is strategic. The GEF cur-
rently lacks comprehensive, system-wide approaches 
and tools to support countries and Agencies in 
identifying, testing, deploying, and scaling technolog-
ical innovations across its portfolio. Operating under 
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a demand-driven model, the GEF Secretariat primar-
ily responds to proposals developed by countries and 
Agencies. While this model ensures country owner-
ship, it limits the Secretariat’s ability to proactively 
guide innovation or systematically identify opportu-
nities for high-impact technologies. As a result, some 
promising opportunities with significant environ-
mental potential may have been missed, partly due 
to limited horizon scanning and trend monitoring on 
emerging technologies. Although the STAP provides 
guidance on technological innovation, its recommen-
dations have seen limited uptake in project design and 
implementation.

In addition, the GEF project cycle is not well aligned 
with the fast pace of technological advancement. 
Integrating innovative technologies often requires 
flexibility in project design, the ability to fund research 
and piloting components, and mechanisms to adapt 
partnerships or technologies during implementation—
needs that are not fully accommodated by current 
GEF processes. The IEO has previously highlighted 
the need for greater encouragement of adaptive man-
agement, especially for projects involving innovative 
interventions (GEF IEO 2021).

Country-level capacity constraints also pose a sig-
nificant barrier. Many countries face shortages of 
qualified professionals in environmental technol-
ogy fields, limited access to technology infrastructure, 
low technological literacy, and institutional resource 
gaps. Gender disparities, outdated data systems, frag-
mented stakeholder coordination, and overreliance on 
external technical services further complicate efforts to 
scale innovation. These factors make it difficult to rep-
licate successful innovations and limit the potential for 
transformational outcomes across regions and sectors.

These include the demand-driven nature of the GEF 
business model, the absence of a strategic approach 
to emerging technologies, and ongoing funding and 
capacity constraints among both implementing and 
recipient partners.

9.3	 SUMMARY
Innovation and risk are inseparable drivers of the GEF’s 
mission—particularly against a backdrop of mount-
ing global environmental challenges. By embracing 
higher-risk, higher-reward approaches and strategically 
scaling successful innovations, the GEF can amplify its 
catalytic role in addressing urgent environmental chal-
lenges and achieving lasting global impact. Calculated 
risk-taking and the adoption of innovative technolo-
gies, policies, and financing models are thus critical to 
unlock systemic change. The GEF has taken steps to 
align its risk appetite with transformational goals, des-
ignating a high tolerance for innovation risk. Yet most 
projects remain low to moderate risk by design, limit-
ing the uptake of disruptive technologies such as AI, 
blockchain, and nanotechnology that hold the poten-
tial to reshape sectors, open new markets, and scale 
environmental and socioeconomic benefits.

Evidence shows that when innovation is combined 
with enabling policies, institutional capacity, and finan-
cial mechanisms, the GEF can achieve transformational 
change. Examples include the early stage wind energy 
investments that helped transform Uruguay’s power 
sector, and the POPs project in China that exceeded 
targets and reduced health risks for millions. Similarly, 
digital monitoring platforms, remote sensing, and elec-
tric mobility initiatives illustrate how innovations, once 
piloted, can be scaled and replicated to multiply global 
environmental benefits.

To fully realize its catalytic role, the GEF must bridge 
the gap between its high stated appetite for innova-
tion risk and its conservative portfolio practice. This 
requires horizon scanning for emerging technologies, 
stronger adaptive management, and deeper country 
and agency capacity building. Scaling technological, 
institutional, and financial innovations together will 
be essential to move beyond project-level success and 
enable transformational change across systems.
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chapter 10

Partners and 
financing

T he GEF operates through a unique partner-
ship model that brings together recipient 
countries, 18 GEF Agencies, the Scientific and 

Technical Advisory Panel (STAP), civil society organiza-
tions (CSOs) and the GEF-CSO Network, the private 
sector, and a diverse network of donors. Strengthen-
ing the effectiveness of the GEF partnership and its 
financing is increasingly critical as environmental chal-
lenges grow in scale and complexity. As the financial 
mechanism for multiple environmental conventions, 
the GEF relies not only on the performance of its broad 
partnership, but also on strong and sustained donor 
support. Donor financing is essential to maintaining the 
scale, flexibility, and ambition of GEF programming, 
while the ability to mobilize and raise cofinancing from 
other partners amplifies the reach and impact of GEF 
investments.

Chapter  8 focused on the role of one GEF partner—
the private sector—in fostering innovation and scale; 
this chapter focuses on the broader GEF partnership 
that, supported by contributions from donor coun-
tries and cofinancing, drives delivery and enables 
the GEF to deliver integrated solutions for biodiver-
sity, climate change, land degradation, international 
waters, and chemicals and waste, while advancing sus-
tainable development at local, national, and global 
scales. This chapter examines how these components 
interact, where progress has been made, and what 
improvements to the partnership model are needed 
to strengthen cooperation, responsiveness, and overall 
effectiveness of GEF programming.

10.1	 THE GEF 
PARTNERSHIP
This section focuses on the main components of the 
GEF partnership—specifically, the countries in which 
GEF initiatives are undertaken, the GEF Agencies that 
undertake these initiatives, the STAP, and civil society. 

Guided by its Country Engagement Strategy (CES), 
the GEF supports countries in aligning global envi-
ronmental commitments with national priorities 
through country-driven programming and multistake-
holder dialogue. The GEF Agencies—including United 
Nations (UN) entities, multilateral develop-
ment banks, and international nongovernmental 
organizations (INGOs)—translate these priorities into 
actionable projects and programs. The STAP ensures 
that scientific rigor and innovative approaches inform 
GEF investments; while civil society completes the 
partnership circle by fostering community participa-
tion, inclusion, accountability, and local legitimacy. 

Country partners and the 
Country Engagement 
Strategy

The GEF brings together both donor and recipient 
countries through a council structure that reflects a 
broad and inclusive set of constituencies, ensuring 
diverse perspectives in decision-making. Each coun-
try appoints a GEF operational focal point (OFP) to 
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coordinate national engagement, identify priorities, 
and align GEF support with national strategies.

The diversity of partners and partnerships supports 
country priorities through both project-based oper-
ations and dedicated mechanisms that strengthen 
country ownership and alignment with global envi-
ronmental priorities. A key mechanism is the CES, 
launched in October 2022 as an evolution of the ear-
lier Country Support Program (CSP). The CES is an 
important mechanism aimed at helping recipient 
countries make informed, impactful decisions on the 
use of GEF resources while enhancing sustainability, 
coherence with national policies, and visibility of GEF 
support. By consolidating various country engage-
ment activities into a unified framework, the CES 
seeks to enhance country ownership, improve align-
ment with GEF and national priorities, raise the GEF’s 
visibility, strengthen policy coherence for environ-
mental benefits, and promote coordination with other 
environmental funding sources. This section focuses 
on recent adjustments under the CES, including its 
expanded scope, structure, and budget, and highlights 
how these changes aim to provide deeper, more inte-
grated support to countries.

HOW THE CES WORKS

In the absence of a theory of change for the CES, 
figure 10.1 provides a visual summary of the CES inter-
vention logic developed by the IEO and seeks to 
identify the underlying drivers and assumptions that 
must hold for CES components to influence expected 
outcomes and impacts.1

1 Intervention logic focuses on a clear, linear results 
chain—linking inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes, and 
impacts—primarily for planning, monitoring, and account-
ability. In contrast, a theory of change explores the broader 
context, assumptions, and causal pathways behind how and 
why change is expected to occur, supporting learning and 
adaptive management.

The CES is structured around four key components: 
upstream technical and national dialogues; the CSP, 
including ongoing and new activities such as financial 
support to GEF OFPs; the Knowledge Management 
and Learning (KM&L) Strategy; and a range of sup-
plementary initiatives, including the Gustavo Fonseca 
Youth Conservation Leadership Program, Council 
member field visits, and support for international con-
vention participation.

The total CES budget for GEF-8 rose by 44  per-
cent from the GEF-7 CSP level. With an allocation of 
$40.2 million, up from $21.0 million in GEF-7 and rep-
resenting 0.8 percent of the total GEF-8 budget, the 
CES budget’s increase over that of the GEF-7 CSP 
reflected an ambition to provide deeper, more inte-
grated support to countries. The budget included 
$27.0  million for core CES activities and $13.2  mil-
lion for additional programs. On the other hand, the 
budget for legacy CSP activities declined by 14  per-
cent. National dialogues and constituency meetings 
accounted for the largest share of the CES budget.

PROGRESS IN CES 
IMPLEMENTATION

The CES’s principal value lies in its attempt to central-
ize and coordinate country engagement under a single 
strategic umbrella. While pre-GEF-8 activities were 
scattered across multiple programs, the CES now inte-
grates CSP efforts with new proactive engagement 
activities and the KM&L Strategy. However, actual 
implementation of these new elements has been 
slower than anticipated, and their full potential has yet 
to be realized. 

By June 30, 2025, CES implementation remained 
uneven, with significant variations in performance 
across activities, countries, and regions. As of end 
June 2025, 75 CES activities had been conducted, a 
reduction from the 103 activities implemented at the 
same point in GEF-7. This shortfall in delivery is partic-
ularly concerning given the expanded mandate and 
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FIGURE 10.1  Intervention logic of the Country Engagement Strategy
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budget of the CES. Among the activities, 29 national 
dialogues had been held, putting the program on 
track to meet its GEF-8 target of 50—although many 
occurred later than optimal, limiting their influence on 
programming. Survey data further indicate mixed per-
ceptions of timeliness, with just over half (56 percent) 
of respondents rating CES activities as timely to sup-
port GEF-8 programming. While GEF-8 integrated 
program rollout workshops were timely, national dia-
logues were less effectively leveraged.

Expanded constituency workshops also fell short, 
with only 10 out of a planned 22 held by June 2025, 
because priority was given to GEF-8 integrated pro-
gram rollout workshops. Other activities, such as 
the Stakeholder Empowerment Series and building 
execution capacity of stakeholders, had not begun 
implementation. In contrast, introduction seminars 
were nearly on track, with three of four planned ses-
sions completed, benefiting from a virtual delivery 
format. The Gustavo Fonseca Youth Conservation 
Leadership Program supported 187 participants, and 
39 individuals received support to attend conferences 
of the parties (COPs) under the relevant environmen-
tal conventions. Of a potential total of 76 constituency 
meetings, 20 were held; and only one pre-Council 
meeting had taken place. The uneven implementation 
of these demand-based activities highlighted a sys-
temic issue: OFPs, who are responsible for initiating 
many CES engagements, often lacked the necessary 
institutional support, information, or time to proac-
tively engage with the GEF Secretariat.

Performance data reveal disparities in budget 
execution across the CES. As of end June 2025, 
47  percent of the CES’s $40.2  million budget had 
been committed or disbursed, with significant varia-
tion across activities. For example, 90  percent of the 
budget for constituency meetings was used, while less 
than half was disbursed for national dialogues, finan-
cial support for OFPs, and knowledge exchange and 
learning; this last accounted for only 3 percent of the 
budgeted amount. Delays in disbursing funds for OFP 

support were largely due to World Bank regulations 
that prohibit direct transfers to individuals. This chal-
lenge was addressed through ancillary agreements, 
first piloted under the Gustavo Fonseca Youth Con-
servation Leadership Program, which has successfully 
disbursed 72  percent of its budget by providing fel-
lowships to 187 participants.

Regional differences in CES activity are pronounced. 
The Africa region, with the largest number of least 
developed countries (LDCs), had the highest partici-
pation rate, including 18 of the 29 national dialogues. 
Countries in Asia and the Pacific showed more bal-
ance between national dialogues and constituency 
meetings, while Latin America and the Caribbean 
participated in a broader range of newer activities, 
including the youth program and COP support. In 
contrast, Eastern Europe and Central Asia—a region 
with relatively higher institutional capacity—had mini-
mal engagement and no national dialogues during the 
period reviewed.

Participation in CES activities has been strong 
among LDCs, but more limited for small island 
developing states (SIDS), revealing important 
geographic disparities. LDCs accounted for 44  per-
cent of national dialogues (13 of 29) and participated 
in more than half of CES activities overall. This high 
engagement rate reflects both strong need and suc-
cessful outreach. SIDS, by contrast, were comparatively 
less represented, participating in only 14  percent of 
national dialogues and 33  percent of all CES activi-
ties. Their participation was somewhat higher in virtual 
events, such as introduction seminars, due to fewer 
logistical barriers. Still, the lack of activities explicitly 
tailored to the unique needs of SIDS remains a missed 
opportunity.

CES ACHIEVEMENTS

The CES has made meaningful contributions to 
enhancing country ownership and strengthening 
country portfolio development, particularly in cases 
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where countries engaged in a wide range of its 
activities. In the Philippines, for instance, the CES con-
tributed significantly to portfolio development. The 
national dialogue was carefully designed around project 
concept presentations and stakeholder feedback. It was 
preceded by a GEF-8 regional workshop and followed 
by bilateral meetings with GEF Secretariat staff; these 
allowed the country to refine its portfolio. Suriname, 
which had not held a national dialogue since 2009, used 
its 2024 event to launch a more inclusive and participa-
tory approach to portfolio development for GEF-9. In 
Honduras, the CES helped raise awareness of opportu-
nities beyond the System for Transparent Allocation of 
Resources (STAR) allocation, including the Global Bio-
diversity Framework Fund and the Capacity-building 
Initiative for Transparency, which translated into the 
development of proposals under multiple funding win-
dows. Such examples underscore the potential of CES 
activities to strengthen strategic planning and stake-
holder engagement at the national level.

The CES contributed to improved alignment 
between country portfolios and both national devel-
opment plans and GEF programming objectives. In 
Uganda, for example, the CES accomplished this by 
creating space during the programming phase to assess 
how proposed projects relate to national development 
objectives and to identify new project ideas aligned 
with these priorities. 

Participation in CES events increased awareness of 
GEF-8 focal area strategies, priorities, funding win-
dows, and programming expectations. For example, 
in the Philippines, as a follow-up to the national dia-
logue, the GEF Secretariat staff provided detailed 
feedback to the OFP team on the proposed portfo-
lio. This feedback addressed the potential eligibility 
of each project and the key elements that needed to 
be considered to better align them with an integrated 
programming focus. 

The CES has played an indirect but supportive role 
in advancing policy coherence within GEF recipient 

countries. As emphasized in the GEF’s strategic road-
map for enhancing policy coherence (GEF 2023), 
this objective is embedded within the CES frame-
work. Through interviews and field observations, it is 
evident that CES activities contribute to policy coher-
ence primarily by fostering cross-sectoral engagement. 
For instance, CES initiatives have encouraged OFPs to 
include ministries of finance and planning in national 
dialogues and to establish interministerial GEF national 
steering committees. Additionally, expanded con-
stituency workshops prompt country delegations 
to collaborate with diverse sectoral agencies during 
the preparation of integrated program child projects. 
These efforts have reportedly improved interministe-
rial communication and coordination. However, their 
influence on formal policy alignment or long-term 
reform remains difficult to assess, given the limited 
systems in place to track such outcomes. Overall, the 
CES is currently better positioned as a mechanism for 
enabling dialogue and coordination than as a direct 
driver of sustained policy reform.

In terms of coordination with other multilateral 
climate funds, the CES had limited traction but 
demonstrated potential. The most notable examples 
came from Uganda and Rwanda, where joint pro-
gramming consultations with the Green Climate Fund 
(GCF) were held in conjunction with CES national dia-
logues. These engagements led to country-driven 
discussions on aligning GEF and GCF investments and, 
in Uganda’s case, influenced the reorganization of a 
national climate finance unit. 

The CES contributed to raising the visibility of the 
GEF within countries, although results varied. In 
countries such as Lesotho and Suriname, CES activi-
ties were instrumental in raising awareness of the GEF 
among national stakeholders, some of whom had lim-
ited prior exposure to its role. In Lesotho, the national 
dialogue directly led to increased interest among 
CSOs in the Small Grants Programme. However, 
beyond event participation, visibility gains were often 
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limited and did not consistently translate into broader 
recognition of the GEF’s role among communities or 
implementing partners. In some cases, the visibility of 
GEF-funded projects on the ground can be overshad-
owed by the presence of lead Agencies such as the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) or 
the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). 
These examples highlight the potential of the CES to 
strengthen GEF visibility, while pointing to the need 
for more targeted efforts across different scales.

In terms of inclusiveness, the CES was widely per-
ceived as an improvement over earlier frameworks. 
Introduction seminars reached an average of 910 
participants under CES—compared to only 80 in 
GEF-7—primarily due to the adoption of virtual for-
mats. The CES was successful in reaching a wide array 
of stakeholders, including government agencies, 
CSOs, academics, and the private sector. LDCs partic-
ipated in more than half of all CES activities and hosted 
13 of the 29 national dialogues. SIDS, while well rep-
resented in virtual seminars and GEF workshops, were 
notably underrepresented in national dialogues, with 
only four held across SIDS. This imbalance highlighted 
the need for more tailored approaches to ensure that 
CES activities are accessible and relevant to smaller 
and more vulnerable countries.

IMPLEMENTATION GAPS AND 
AREAS FOR STRENGTHENING

Structural challenges—including limited OFP capac-
ity, heavy Secretariat workloads, and weak internal 
coordination—contributed to uneven implemen-
tation of the CES. In many countries, CES-supported 
participation was largely event based and short term. 
Limited OFP capacity often hindered the uptake of 
CES activities. Thailand was a notable exception in 
this regard; its strong OFP organizational capacity 
enabled early national dialogue and follow‑through 
on proposals. By the midpoint of GEF‑8, several 
planned activities—such as direct financial support to 
OFPs and capacity building for broader stakeholder 

engagement—had yet to be launched. Only a few 
countries experienced multiple or sustained engage-
ments, and opportunities to create synergies across 
activities were frequently missed, reducing cumulative 
impact and momentum. 

Ownership and engagement remain uneven. Sus-
tainability of engagement was weak, with minimal 
follow-up mechanisms and delays in financial support 
undermining long‑term effectiveness. Stakeholders 
outside central government rarely remained involved 
beyond initial meetings due to unclear roles, insuffi-
cient follow-up, and limited capacity. OFPs, although 
central to continuous engagement, often operate with 
staffing shortages and weak institutional mandates. 
Additionally, the absence of a central management 
system, a clearly articulated strategy design, and mea-
surable indicators further limited accountability and 
hindered assessment of CES outcomes. The recent 
introduction of direct OFP support through ancil-
lary agreements is a positive step forward, but it came 
too late in the replenishment period to influence early 
programming.

Delayed timing of national dialogues reduces stra-
tegic effectiveness. Many national dialogues are 
held too late in the GEF replenishment cycle, reduc-
ing their ability to influence programming decisions. 
Survey results show that only 56  percent of respon-
dents felt that CES activities were timely in supporting 
GEF-8 programming in their country, indicating that 
many activities were not optimally scheduled to meet 
national needs. In Lesotho, for example, the national 
dialogue took place more than a year into the GEF-8 
period, limiting its ability to influence the use of STAR 
allocations and align project proposals with evolving 
GEF priorities. Stakeholders emphasized the impor-
tance of convening national dialogues earlier in the 
replenishment period to enhance their relevance and 
impact on programming decisions.

Operational-level coordination with other multilat-
eral funds is limited. Despite promising coordination 
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pilots in Rwanda and Uganda in partnership with the 
Task Force on Access to Climate Finance, broader 
operational collaboration between the GEF and other 
multilateral climate and environment funds remains 
limited. The GEF, the GCF, the Adaptation Fund, and 
the Climate Investment Funds did issue a joint decla-
ration in 2023 committing to stronger cooperation, 
including on capacity building, but this vision has yet 
to be operationalized at scale through the CES and 
other processes, limiting opportunities for synergis-
tic programming and resource mobilization. In GEF-8, 
subregional programming workshops in the Pacific, 
Indian, and Atlantic Oceans were organized under the 
LDCF/SCCF with participation from the GCF, enabling 
countries to explore potential synergies; their con-
tribution to sustained coordination will depend on 
whether follow-up actions translate into tangible 
outcomes.

To improve effectiveness under GEF-9, the CES must 
reinforce both its strategic vision and operational 
execution. Establishing a clear theory of change, 
accompanied by SMART (specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant, time-bound) indicators and a robust 
monitoring system, is essential to guide implementa-
tion and assess results. Strengthened leadership and 
coordination across the GEF Secretariat are necessary 
to reduce fragmentation and improve responsive-
ness. A more differentiated approach—tailored to the 
diverse capacities and needs of countries, particularly 
LDCs and SIDS—should underpin future program-
ming. Deeper and more systematic engagement of 
OFPs, civil society, Indigenous Peoples, youth, and 
the private sector is needed to broaden ownership 
and ensure inclusivity. Finally, closer collaboration with 
other multilateral climate funds would support align-
ment, reduce duplication, and amplify impact at the 
country level. While the CES has laid a strong foun-
dation for country-driven engagement, its success in 
GEF-9 will depend on more coherent, sustained, and 
adaptive delivery.

GEF Agencies

The strength of the GEF partnership lies in its broad 
and diverse network of 18 accredited Agencies. 
These include UN bodies, multilateral development 
banks, and INGOs. This structure offers countries a 
wide range of implementation partners with comple-
mentary strengths. The UN entities provide technical 
expertise and alignment with global conventions; the 
multilateral development banks bring financial scale, 
policy influence, and access to high-level government 
stakeholders; and the INGOs contribute to innova-
tion, inclusiveness, and strong local engagement. The 
GEF Agencies support countries in designing and 
implementing GEF-financed projects. Over 180 coun-
tries have benefited from GEF funding, with the GEF 
serving as the financial mechanism for key multilateral 
environmental agreements.

Agency relationships are integral to the GEF’s 
operational systems, because GEF Agencies are 
responsible for translating GEF policies into action 
through project design, implementation, and 
oversight. The Agencies operate within their own 
institutional frameworks, but must meet GEF accred-
itation standards and comply with key policies on 
safeguards, gender equality, and stakeholder engage-
ment. They manage financial flows, procurement, risk, 
and results monitoring, serving as the conduit between 
country-level execution and GEF-wide operational 
requirements. 

DUAL ROLE OF AGENCIES

A growing number of GEF Agencies are assuming 
dual roles in both project implementation and execu-
tion. While the GEF defines these as distinct functions 
that should remain separate, flexibility is permitted in 
specific cases where a dual role is justified (GEF 2012, 
2019a, 2025). Since GEF-5, projects involving a GEF 
Agency serving as both implementing and execut-
ing agency have accounted for 9 percent of the overall 
portfolio (figure 10.2a). The share of such projects rose 
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from 5 percent of projects and 4 percent of GEF financ-
ing in GEF-5 to 20 percent of projects and 23 percent 
of financing in GEF-8 (figure 10.2b). The prevalence of 
dual-role projects is notably higher among the regional/
global coordination projects under integrated pro-
grams, largely due to the coordinating role played by 
the lead GEF Agency, which often also serves as the 
executing agency (figure 10.2c and figure 10.2d).

Dual-role arrangements are more common in global 
and regional projects than in national ones. For 

example, 36 percent of global projects—and 44 per-
cent of associated GEF financing—involve a GEF 
Agency serving in both implementation and execution 
roles. At the national level, dual-role use varies little 
between LDCs/SIDS and other countries, although 
such arrangements are more frequent in fragile or 
conflict-affected situations (FCS) than in non-FCS con-
texts. This reflects capacity and risk considerations: 
many FCS countries have limited institutional capac-
ity and few reliable local partners to serve as executors. 
Assigning both roles to a single experienced Agency 

FIGURE 10.2  Prevalence and trends in GEF projects where Agencies perform a dual role
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helps manage fiduciary and operational risks; stream-
line oversight; and enable faster mobilization in 
environments where stability, security, and administra-
tive systems are weak.

This modality is most often used by Agencies, 
including the Asian Development Bank (ADB), Con-
servation International, the Development Bank of 
Southern Africa, the European Bank for Reconstruc-
tion and Development, the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature, UNEP, and the World Wildlife 
Fund–US. Of the original three GEF Agencies, UNEP 
employs the dual-role approach more frequently than 
the others. Across different project modalities, the 
dual-role arrangement is more common in enabling 
activities, representing 11  percent of such projects 
and 34  percent of their GEF financing. It is also rela-
tively prevalent in nongrant instrument (NGI) projects, 
accounting for 15 percent of projects and 26 percent of 
NGI-related GEF financing.

During implementation, a small but notable share of 
projects see GEF Agencies transition to a dual role. Of 
the 2,494 projects that began implementation, 203 
(8 percent) reported a minor amendment or requested 
a major amendment requiring CEO endorsement or 
approval. Of those 203 projects, 26 (13  percent of 
amended projects and 1 percent of the total) adopted 
or proposed a dual-role arrangement. In 80 percent of 
the cases where such a switch occurs, the respective 
Agency assumes an executing role as part of a consor-
tium (i.e., in partnership with other Agencies).

The main reasons cited in requests for amendment 
for transitioning to a dual role were to address capac-
ity limitations, enhance operational efficiency, and 
ensure project continuity. The most common reason 
for dual-role transition—cited by 35  percent—was to 
address capacity limitations, especially in recruitment, 
procurement, and knowledge management. Addition-
ally, 19  percent aimed to increase operational speed 
or resolve delays; 12  percent transitioned due to the 
withdrawal of an executing entity, requiring the GEF 

Agency to take on additional responsibilities to ensure 
project continuity.

A survey of 33 OFPs found that 70  percent sup-
ported allowing GEF Agencies to assume a dual role 
as both implementing and executing entity. Support 
varied by country group: 46  percent of respondents 
from LDCs and SIDS (n = 13) were in favor, compared 
to 85  percent from other countries (n  =  20). Among 
supporters, 91 percent cited limited national capacity, 
and 52  percent pointed to challenging national con-
texts. About 30 percent noted other barriers, including 
procedural constraints, restrictions on national agen-
cies accessing GEF funds, and small project budgets. 
In contrast, 30  percent of respondents opposed 
dual-role arrangements under any circumstances, 
citing concerns about conflicts of interest (70 percent), 
risks to national capacity development (50  percent), 
and threats to country ownership and sustainability 
(40 percent).

Stakeholder views on Agency implementation fees 
in dual-role arrangements are notably split, with 
clear differences between respondents from LDCs/
SIDS and those from other countries. Under current 
GEF policy, Agency execution costs cannot be cov-
ered by GEF project funds and must instead come 
from cofinancing or national contributions (GEF 
2025). When asked whether the implementation 
fee should be adjusted in dual-role scenarios, 65 per-
cent of respondents believed the fee should remain 
the same or increase, and 35 percent favored a reduc-
tion. Among the 11 respondents who supported a fee 
reduction, 73 percent (8 individuals) were from LDCs/
SIDS—despite this group representing only 39  per-
cent of total respondents. In contrast, just 27 percent 
of fee-reduction supporters were from other countries, 
which made up 61 percent of the sample. These find-
ings highlight a notable divergence in perspectives on 
Agency fees between LDCs/SIDS and other countries 
in the context of dual-role arrangements.
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AGENCY COLLABORATION

There is limited collaboration among GEF Agencies, 
which reduces opportunities for synergy, shared 
learning, and greater impact. The GEF currently lacks 
structured incentives to promote cooperation among 
Agencies, leading to competition—particularly within 
integrated programs—rather than joint effort. Survey 
evidence collected as part of the Eighth Comprehen-
sive Evaluation of the GEF (OPS8) consistently points 
to limited collaboration as an area requiring attention 
(figure 10.3). The absence of institutional mechanisms 
to encourage joint planning and implementation has 
contributed to inter-Agency rivalry, especially regard-
ing lead roles in parent and child projects. Even when 
GEF Agencies jointly implemented a project—as 
observed in several child projects under the Sus-
tainable Cities Program—the level of collaboration 
among the implementing Agencies was low. Agencies 
tended to carry out their respective activities as sepa-
rate projects, with limited coordination among them. 
Few stakeholders expressed strong confidence in cur-
rent levels of collaboration, highlighting the need for 
systemic adjustments to better facilitate cooperative 
engagement.

AGENCY CHOICE AND 
CONCENTRATION

Since the GEF’s establishment in 1991 with the World 
Bank, UNDP, and UNEP as founding Agencies, the 
GEF partnership has expanded in two major rounds. 
This expansion has broadened recipient countries’ 
choice of Agencies. Greater choice has also reduced 
the concentration of GEF Trust Fund financing. Accord-
ing to GEF Portal data, concentration—measured by 
the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index—declined from 0.50 
during the pilot phase to 0.25 in GEF-4. Following the 
second expansion, it fell further to 0.21 in GEF-6 and 
reached 0.16 in GEF-8—indicating a relatively low 
level of concentration with financing distributed more 
evenly across Agencies. Each expansion has therefore 
been followed by a significant drop in concentration.

Agency presence remains uneven across country 
groups. SIDS and fragile and conflict-affected situa-
tion areas continue to have fewer GEF Agencies, with 
particularly limited representation in Pacific SIDS (GEF 
IEO 2018a, forthcoming-t). Targeted expansion mea-
sures could help address these gaps.

FIGURE 10.3  Distribution of stakeholder perceptions on whether GEF Agencies cooperate in implementing 
GEF activities

GEF Secretariat
(n = 26)

Countries
(n = 38)

GEF-CSO Network
(n = 22)

Agencies
(n = 85)

Strongly  agree Agree Disagree Strongly disagree Don’t know Not available

0 20 40 60 80 100
Percent

Source: GEF IEO stakeholder survey conducted as part of GEF IEO forthcoming-b.



 integration for greater impact: eighth comprehensive evaluation of the gef172

The Scientific and 
Technical Advisory Panel

The STAP plays a vital role in bringing science, inno-
vation, and technical insight into GEF operations. 
As the GEF’s independent advisory body, the STAP 
supports evidence-based decision-making through 
thematic papers, early stage project reviews, and 
strategic advice on programs and policies. Its contribu-
tions—particularly through forward-looking thematic 
work on integrated programming, risk appetite, and 
innovation—have helped shape the direction of GEF 
strategies and enhance the scientific foundations of 
project design.

Science is at the core of the GEF’s mission. The GEF 
has long recognized science as a critical founda-
tion of its work and a unique competitive advantage 
in the crowded field of environmental finance. Each 
of the conventions is deeply rooted in scientific evi-
dence—ranging from the climate modeling of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change to the 
biodiversity assessments of the Convention on Biolog-
ical Diversity. The conventions define global priorities 
based on scientific consensus and, by serving as their 
financial mechanism, the GEF ensures that its funding 
decisions are anchored in the best available knowl-
edge about planetary systems, ecological thresholds, 
and environmental risks.

INTEGRATING SCIENCE AND 
INNOVATION ACROSS GEF 
OPERATIONS

The STAP serves as a key channel for integrating 
cutting-edge scientific and technical knowledge 
into its operations. Established to provide indepen-
dent, objective advice on GEF policies, strategies, 
programs, and projects, the STAP’s core responsibili-
ties include implementing a work program developed 
with the GEF Secretariat and reviewing all full-size 
projects, preparing strategic notes for the GEF 
Council, flagging emerging issues, and promoting 

evidence-based approaches across the GEF portfo-
lio. For instance, the STAP strongly supported the 
move toward integrated programs. This shift has led 
to initiatives that span multiple environmental focal 
areas—such as biodiversity, climate change, and land 
degradation—reflecting the scientific reality that these 
challenges are interconnected and must be addressed 
systemically.

The STAP is tasked with promoting innovation 
and identifying emerging tools and approaches to 
strengthen environmental outcomes. While its advi-
sory role limits direct involvement in implementation, 
its recommendations have added value in advanc-
ing learning and improving project quality. As the 
GEF’s mandate expands, the STAP has increasingly 
engaged with complex and cross-cutting topics; this 
has prompted constructive reflection on how to ensure 
that its advice remains both scientifically robust and 
practically relevant across diverse country contexts.

The STAP’s role in fostering innovation is con-
strained by limited implementation engagement 
and misalignment with country realities. The 
STAP plays an important but limited role in promot-
ing innovation and scale within the GEF. Its mandate 
includes identifying emerging tools, technologies, 
and cross-disciplinary approaches to enhance envi-
ronmental impact, and advising on their integration 
into project and program design. It is expected to 
support adaptive learning and the development of 
monitoring systems to track innovation uptake. How-
ever, the STAP’s influence is constrained by its advisory 
role, with limited involvement in implementation or 
follow-up. Moreover, while its recommendations are 
grounded in sound science, they may not always align 
with country-level capacities, affecting their relevance 
and potential for scaling.

CONTRIBUTION

The STAP’s thematic papers are widely regarded as 
its most impactful contribution; however, concerns 
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exist about the scope of its mandate and the burden 
of project reviews. STAP members themselves hold 
differing views on the panel’s added value, though 
most agree that thematic papers offer the greatest 
potential to shape GEF operations. These papers also 
inform project-level assessments. Both STAP members 
and stakeholders noted that the review process is bur-
densome and raised questions about the panel’s role in 
advising on topics that extend beyond its core scien-
tific mandate. For example, issues such as risk appetite 
and NGIs, while relevant, may not align with the STAP’s 
technical expertise.

The STAP’s thematic work is broadly recognized as 
valuable, and many stakeholders share an interest 
in refining its role to keep pace with the GEF’s evolv-
ing priorities. The STAP remains a unique and valuable 
asset to the GEF and has played a vital role in embed-
ding scientific and technical rigor into GEF operations, 
contributing significantly through thematic guidance, 
project reviews, and thought leadership. However, 
its current structure, scope, and governance need to 
be better aligned with the evolving needs of the GEF. 
Stakeholders increasingly question the STAP’s focus 
as it straddles the line between scientific and technical 
advice and operational review, with a growing share of 
input focused on theories of change, gender, and risk—
areas beyond its core mandate. Updating its terms of 
reference—last substantively revised in 2011—offers 
an opportunity to align its structure, expertise, and 
work program with new strategic directions. Enhanc-
ing transparency, clarifying advisory roles, and ensuring 
a more structured performance and governance frame-
work would strengthen the STAP’s ability to provide 
timely, high-quality scientific input while support-
ing innovation and strategic alignment across the GEF 
partnership.

Civil society

CONTRIBUTION

CSOs are vital partners in the GEF’s effort to deliver 
inclusive, sustainable, and locally grounded envi-
ronmental solutions. Their knowledge of community 
priorities, ability to build trust, and practical experi-
ence in mobilizing grassroots participation position 
them as key actors across the GEF portfolio. From proj-
ect design to implementation and monitoring, CSOs 
help ensure that interventions are responsive to local 
needs and more likely to deliver lasting results.

The GEF’s Small Grants Programme demonstrates 
the potential of direct civil society engagement, sup-
porting thousands of CSOs—often led by women, 
youth, and Indigenous Peoples—in developing 
community-based solutions. These initiatives fre-
quently extend beyond project boundaries to 
strengthen local institutions, improve livelihoods, and 
catalyze behavioral change.

Beyond project delivery, CSOs play an important role 
in shaping inclusive processes, promoting gender 
equality, and enhancing transparency. In countries 
such as Indonesia and Peru, civil society engagement 
in project planning and social analysis has helped align 
initiatives with local dynamics and strengthened social 
outcomes. In other cases, CSOs have acted as account-
ability agents—helping mediate community concerns 
and resolve implementation challenges, as seen in 
countries such as Bolivia and Ghana. 

The GEF-CSO Network complements the role of 
other GEF entities by linking grassroots experiences 
to global governance. Through its participation in 
expanded constituency workshops and regional dia-
logues, the network contributes to policy discussions 
and fosters stronger connections between CSOs, gov-
ernments, and OFPs. However, its reach and influence 
remain uneven across regions, constrained by struc-
tural and resource limitations.
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CHALLENGES AND PATHWAYS 
FOR IMPROVEMENT

There are clear opportunities to strengthen the 
GEF’s partnership with civil society. CSOs are 
often engaged late in the project cycle, limiting their 
ability to influence upstream design and strategy. 
Administrative requirements and funding barriers can 
further restrict the participation of smaller or under-
represented groups. Stakeholders note a gap between 
community‑based approaches—typically designed 
by external actors and implemented with commu-
nity participation; see chapter 7 for more detail—and 
community‑led ownership, where initiatives are orig-
inated, designed, and managed by the community 
itself. Bridging this gap could enhance local ownership, 
equity, and long‑term sustainability of GEF-supported 
initiatives.

GEF-8 acknowledges these challenges and seeks to 
enhance CSO participation across the full project 
cycle—from planning and co-design to implemen-
tation and monitoring. Initiatives such as the GEF’s 
Ecosystem Restoration Integrated Program are 
beginning to reflect this shift. At the same time, 
complementary roles for government remain essen-
tial—especially in areas requiring policy reform, such as 
land tenure and legal frameworks.

Ultimately, civil society is a crucial pillar of the GEF 
partnership. Strengthening this collaboration through 
earlier engagement, clearer roles, and more accessible 
resources will be key to delivering on the GEF’s com-
mitment to inclusive, locally led environmental action.

10.2	FINANCING

Donor financing

The GEF’s donor base has been shrinking and becom-
ing more concentrated over time, with a smaller 
group of donors providing an increasing share of total 

contributions. While core support remains strong, this 
concentration increases the risk of funding volatility 
and reduced predictability—particularly if one or more 
major contributors reduce or delay their pledges. These 
trends highlight the importance of diversifying and 
broadening the donor base to strengthen financial resil-
ience and sustain long-term programming. 

The GEF Trust Fund has been primarily sup-
ported by a stable core of sovereign donors. 
Recent patterns point to a gradually contracting and 
increasingly concentrated donor base, with limited 
diversification in recent replenishments. Since GEF-5, 
six countries—France, Germany, Japan, Sweden, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States—have ranked 
among the top five contributors to the GEF Trust 
Fund at least once. Germany and Japan have consis-
tently remained in the top three contributors across 
all replenishments from GEF-5 to GEF-8, while the 
United States has done so in all but GEF-7. Sweden 
has steadily increased its share, moving from the 
seventh-largest contributor in GEF-5 to a more prom-
inent position in subsequent replenishment periods. 
Beyond the GEF Trust Fund, Canada is the largest con-
tributor to the GBFF and the third-largest donor to the 
SCCF. Belgium is the second-largest contributor to the 
LDCF and the fourth-largest to the SCCF. 

Of the 34 countries that have contributed to the GEF 
Trust Fund at least once since GEF-5, 28 have partic-
ipated in all four replenishments. At the same time, 
the total number of donors declined from 33 in GEF-5 
to 29 in GEF-8, with five countries not returning for 
the latest period. Côte d’Ivoire is the only country to 
have joined as a new donor in recent years, contrib-
uting in GEF-7 and GEF-8. The number of recipient 
donors—countries that contribute while also receiv-
ing GEF funding—has declined from eight in GEF-5 to 
six in GEF-8, and their share of total contributions has 
dropped from 3.7 percent to 2.7 percent. No countries 
from the Middle East and North Africa have contrib-
uted to the GEF Trust Fund, although several, including 



 Chapter 10. P artners and f inancing 175

Qatar and the United Arab Emirates, have pledged 
resources to other climate funds such as the GCF and 
the Adaptation Fund. Similarly, some GEF participant 
countries—including Latvia, Mongolia, Poland, and the 
Slovak Republic—have contributed to other climate 
mechanisms but not to the GEF since GEF-5. The LDCF 
has received contributions from five countries that 
have not contributed to the GEF Trust Fund: Estonia, 
Hungary, Iceland, Qatar, and Romania. Both the LDCF 
and the GBFF have received contributions from sub-
national entities, although these remain very limited: 
about 1.4 percent for the LDCF and 1 percent or less for 
the GBFF of their total pledges.

Unlike other global funds, the GEF does not tap into a 
network of philanthropic foundations. Organizations 
such as the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, 
and Malaria have successfully incorporated the private 
sector and philanthropic organizations into their donor 
bases. While sovereign donors remain the most sig-
nificant source of funding in all global funds, stronger 
engagement with nonsovereign donors could lead to 
more private sector engagement, opportunities for scal-
ing up innovations, and avoid a decline, in real terms, in 
the GEF’s funding base.

STAR financing

Introduced in 2010, the STAR allocates GEF funding 
to eligible recipient countries for the biodiversity, 
climate change, and land degradation focal areas. 
Other focal areas and special initiatives—such as 
chemicals and waste, international waters, the Least 
Developed Countries Fund, and the Special Climate 
Change Fund—operate outside its scope. Under 
GEF-8, national ownership was strengthened by grant-
ing countries full flexibility to reallocate STAR funds 
across focal areas according to their priorities, support-
ing more strategic and long-term planning. Additional 
changes included raising the focal area country allo-
cation floors for LDCs and SIDS, lowering the country 
allocation ceiling from 10 percent in GEF-7 to 6 percent 

in GEF-8, and increasing the weight of the gross 
domestic product (GDP) index. These adjustments 
enhanced ex ante allocations to priority countries.

Recipient countries widely recognize the predict-
ability of STAR resources as a key comparative 
advantage of the GEF, particularly for those with 
capacity constraints or challenging circum-
stances. In GEF-8, 39  percent of STAR allocations 
went to LDCs and SIDS, while countries in fragile and 
conflict-affected situations received 20  percent. A 
2025 IEO stakeholder survey conducted as part of 
the competitive advantage study of the GEF (GEF 
IEO forthcoming-b) found that the STAR is widely 
perceived as being fair in allocating GEF resources. 
However, channeling resources through the STAR can 
lead to fragmentation. To address this, GEF-8 allows 
countries full flexibility to use STAR resources across 
eligible focal areas, enabling interventions at scale.

The GEF’s reliance on the STAR to provide resources 
for programming has declined, with the STAR’s share 
of total GEF Trust Fund allocations dropping from 
53  percent in GEF-6 to 46  percent in GEF-8. This 
reduction is mainly due to decreased climate change 
allocations and a larger share directed to set-asides, 
especially for integrated programming. While this 
trend reduces the volume of predictable resources 
available to eligible countries, it increases the GEF’s 
flexibility to deliver activities at an appropriate scale.

Cofinancing

In addition to contributions from sovereign donors, 
the GEF seeks cofinancing as a means to increase 
its environmental impact, expand project activi-
ties, and strengthen partnerships. The evaluation 
of cofinancing in the GEF (GEF 2025a) examined the 
effectiveness of the GEF’s cofinancing strategy, com-
paring it with that of other organizations and assessing 
how the GEF mobilizes cofinancing and how its exe-
cuting partners manage it. The evaluation also 
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explored factors influencing funding commitments and 
their realization.

The GEF sets ambitious cofinancing targets, with 
an overall portfolio target of $7 for each dollar of 
GEF funding, that is, a 7:1 cofinancing ratio.2 For 
investment cofinancing in upper-middle-income or 
high-income countries that are not SIDS, the target is 
5:1. In comparison, the International Fund for Agricul-
tural Development has a target of 1.2:1, while Gavi’s 
cofinancing requirements range from 0.25:1 to a max-
imum of 9:1. Notably, the Global Fund, the GCF, ADB, 
and the World Bank do not specify cofinancing targets.

FLEXIBLE APPROACH TO 
COFINANCING

The GEF’s approach to cofinancing is flexible, 
allowing for a broader range of contributions than 
institutions such as ADB and the World Bank. Unlike 
several other organizations, the GEF accepts in-kind 
contributions and considers country context when set-
ting cofinancing expectations. Additionally, it provides 
exceptions in emergencies or unforeseen circum-
stances, ensuring adaptability in its financing model.

The GEF’s flexible approach to cofinancing enables 
high fund mobilization but raises concerns about 
the credibility of reported cofinancing. Its broad 
definition allows for high reported cofinancing ratios, 
although not all contributions are equally essential. To 
improve cofinancing quality, considerations such as the 
time value of money, likelihood of realization, align-
ment with GEF-funded activities, and the extent to 
which cofinancing is critical to achieving project objec-
tives are important.

The GEF Agencies use different strategies to raise 
cofinancing. Multilateral development banks mostly 

2 Note that there is some differentiation in cofinanc-
ing requirements across the GEF family of funds and that 
cofinancing is not a requirement for all funds.

use internal resources, adjusting their cofinancing 
strategies based on the required level of concessional 
finance and whether the project involves a loan invest-
ment or an advisory product. UN organizations and 
INGOs take a proactive approach to securing cofinanc-
ing, relying more on in-kind and parallel cofinancing 
sources. 

The level of cofinancing commitments for a proj-
ect is influenced by its design components. Project 
components that directly reduce environmental 
stress or improve environmental conditions typically 
attract higher levels of cofinancing (figure 10.4). These 
include infrastructure development, technology 
demonstration, and the procurement of efficient 
equipment and vehicles. In contrast, activities such as 
capacity building, legal and policy development, and 
project monitoring generally receive lower levels of 
cofinancing.

COFINANCING REALIZATION

From GEF-6 through GEF-7, GEF projects secured 
cofinancing commitments averaging $7.50 for every 
dollar across all GEF-managed funds. Between GEF-6 
and GEF-7, projects attracted an average of $7.70 in 
cofinancing for every dollar of GEF funding. However, 
only half of the projects fully met their cofinancing tar-
gets, with lower realization in LDCs and SIDS. Projects 
funded through the GEF Trust Fund generally raise 
higher levels of cofinancing compared to those funded 
through the Capacity-building Initiative for Transpar-
ency, the Least Developed Countries Fund (LDCF), 
and the Special Climate Change Fund (SCCF).3 Proj-
ects in the climate change mitigation and international 
waters focal areas, as well as national and regional 
projects, tend to attract higher levels of cofinancing 
commitments. Conversely, projects focused on bio-
diversity conservation, those with a global scope, and 

3 These funds address different themes, countries, and pri-
orities than the GEF Trust Fund; also, cofinancing is not a 
requirement for the LDCF/SCCF. 
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FIGURE 10.4  Project components by share in GEF financing/cofinancing for completed projects
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Source: GEF IEO 2025a, based on a review of 118 completed projects for which terminal evaluations were available on the GEF Portal as 
of December 31, 2023.

those implemented in LDCs and SIDS generate lower 
levels of cofinancing.

On average, GEF projects achieve their expected 
level of cofinancing, although realization rates 
vary by country context and Agency type. A review 
of project documents for 118 completed GEF-6 and 
GEF-7 projects found that cofinancing realization at 
completion averaged 102  percent of the commit-
ted amount. Realization tends to be lower in LDCs 
and SIDS, while projects in upper-middle- and 
high-income countries (excluding SIDS) achieve higher 
realization rates (figure  10.5). Additionally, cofinanc-
ing realization for projects implemented by multilateral 
development banks is lower compared to those imple-
mented by UN and other entities, with underreporting 
cited as a contributing factor. 

Thirty-four  percent of cofinancing commitments 
(number, not total amount) in project proposals 
are not realized, and GEF Agencies fill this gap by 

securing new sources of cofinancing. The shortfall is 
most pronounced among loans—55 percent of which 
go unrealized—followed by 32 percent of grants and 
34  percent of in-kind contributions. Loan realization 
is especially vulnerable to shifts in national priorities 
and delays in project execution, frequently resulting 
in reductions or cancellations. Projects implemented 
by multilateral development banks face particular chal-
lenges due to their reliance on loan financing, while 
INGOs fulfill less than half of their cofinancing commit-
ments. Among the cofinancing contributions realized 
by project completion, 40  percent come from new 
sources. UN entities and INGOs actively seek alter-
native cofinancing during implementation, often in 
response to midterm review findings, although options 
remain limited for projects in SIDS because of the 
smaller pool of potential contributors.

Full realization of cofinancing commitments shows 
a positive correlation with both outcome and sus-
tainability ratings. When projects fully realize 
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expected cofinancing, the outcome rating increases 
by 0.10 points on a binary scale and 0.30 points on a 
six-point scale. Similarly, the likelihood of sustainabil-
ity is rated 0.23  points higher on a binary scale and 
0.33 points higher on a four-point scale for projects with 
full cofinancing realization. Qualitative analysis indi-
cates support for a positive causal relationship between 
cofinancing realization and outcome achievement.

CHALLENGES IN MANAGING 
AND REPORTING COFINANCING

Proportionality in project management costs 
between cofinancing and GEF financing is a recur-
ring issue in GEF Secretariat feedback to Agencies, 
often resulting in extensive exchanges. The GEF’s 
Rules and Guidelines for Agency Fees and Project 
Management Costs stipulate proportionality in these 
costs (GEF 2010). However, with in-kind cofinanc-
ing present in 84 percent of GEF projects and parallel 
cofinancing frequently used, Agencies struggle to 
meet proportionality requirements. This challenge 
arises because much of the cofinancing—both in-kind 

and parallel—is not managed by the project’s 
management unit, making it difficult to allocate a pro-
portionate share of project management costs across 
the full cofinancing amount. Consequently, reviewers 
identify discrepancies and gaps related to proportion-
ality in 60 percent of proposals. 

Tracking and reporting of cofinancing commit-
ments have improved, but challenges remain 
in verifying the realization of these commit-
ments. Tracking and reporting of cofinancing 
commitments have improved as a result of updated 
policies and the adoption of the GEF Portal, which 
offers real-time aggregated data. However, veri-
fying the actual realization of cofinancing remains 
challenging. Persistent issues include incomplete 
documentation, difficulty tracking in-kind contribu-
tions, and limited information in midterm reviews 
and terminal evaluations. While the GEF Secretariat 
emphasizes compliance during project preparation, it 
relies largely on Agency-reported data, with minimal 
follow-up to confirm accuracy or completeness.

FIGURE 10.5  Realization of cofinancing by GEF replenishment period, country category, and Agency type
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10.3	SUMMARY
The roles of the GEF partners—the GEF Agen-
cies, recipient countries, civil society, the GEF-CSO 
Network, the STAP, and donors—have evolved sig-
nificantly in advancing global environmental goals. 
Agencies have contributed technical expertise, financ-
ing channels, and implementation capacity; while 
recipient countries have strengthened ownership 
through the CES, which has improved alignment with 
national priorities and supported portfolio develop-
ment. Civil society, including through the GEF-CSO 
Network, has broadened participation, improved 
legitimacy, and promoted accountability, ensuring 
local perspectives inform global priorities. The STAP 
has anchored GEF programming in scientific rigor and 
foresight, offering thematic guidance and innovation; 
and donor contributions remain the backbone of the 
partnership, complemented by cofinancing that has 
substantially increased the scale of resources mobi-
lized. Together, these roles and elements have enabled 
the GEF to pursue more ambitious and integrated pro-
gramming across focal areas.

Despite this progress, challenges remain. CES imple-
mentation has been uneven, with delays and gaps 
that limit its potential, particularly in LDCs and SIDS. 
Agency collaboration has often been undermined 
by competition, and the growing use of dual-role 
arrangements highlights the need to balance effi-
ciency with accountability and country ownership. 
Although cofinancing has been critical for leverage, 
realization rates vary, and questions of credibility and 
proportionality persist. Civil society’s contributions 
are highly valued, yet grassroots voices are still under-
represented, and engagement often occurs too late in 
project cycles. 

Looking ahead, reinforcing institutional coordination, 
fostering deeper Agency collaboration, broadening 
inclusive engagement across stakeholders, updating 
the STAP’s mandate to focus on strategic guidance, and 
diversifying and stabilizing financing will be essential 
for strengthening the partnership’s reach, resilience, 
and effectiveness in delivering lasting global environ-
mental benefits.
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chapter 11

GEF results and 
learning systems 

T he Global Environment Facility relies on 
robust systems for results-based manage-
ment (RBM) and knowledge management 

to guide effective programming, track performance, 
and promote learning across its portfolio. RBM pro-
vides a framework for setting clear objectives, 
measuring progress through standardized indica-
tors, and enabling evidence-based decision-making. 
Complementing this, the GEF’s knowledge manage-
ment system is designed to capture, curate, and share 
knowledge generated from GEF-funded interven-
tions—facilitating adaptive management, innovation, 
and broader uptake of successful practices. Together, 
these systems underpin the GEF’s commitment to 
accountability, continuous improvement, and transfor-
mational impact.

11.1	 RESULTS-BASED 
MANAGEMENT
The GEF’s RBM system is designed to capture the 
outcomes of GEF activities, enhance management 
effectiveness, and strengthen accountability. It aims 
to achieve these objectives by setting realistic targets, 
monitoring progress, integrating lessons learned into 
decision-making, and reporting on performance. 

This section draws on the IEO evaluation of the per-
formance of key components of the RBM system 
conducted during GEF-8 (GEF IEO forthcoming-e). 
These components include the GEF Portal, the 
Results Measurement Framework—particularly 

indicators for assessing project cycle efficiency—
Agency self-evaluations, and the reporting of project 
results and process indicators. The evaluation also 
examined monitoring and evaluation (M&E) practices 
in fragile, conflict-affected, and violent (FCV) contexts.

The GEF Portal

The GEF Portal has made progress in automating 
core processes and aligning with evolving policy 
requirements, but still lags behind peer systems, 
limiting its effectiveness as a project management 
and reporting tool. Key business functions—such as 
project reviews, approvals, and Chief Executive Offi-
cer (CEO) endorsements—have been automated, 
and updates introduced to accommodate integrated 
program workflows, child project reviews, and Global 
Biodiversity Framework Fund procedures. Training 
and support from the World Bank’s Information and 
Technology Solutions team have helped Agency users 
navigate the system, but resource constraints have 
delayed long‑requested enhancements, such as more 
flexible reporting and analytics capabilities. Shift-
ing priorities—such as integrating new risk-related 
templates under the GEF risk appetite framework—
have aligned the portal with current policy needs 
but slowed the automation of administrative actions, 
including project suspensions and amendments.

Despite improvements in data validation that have 
strengthened compliance and efficiency, usability 
challenges persist. Users report issues such as unclear 
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error messages, limited formatting options, and a lack 
of automated notifications. Although features like 
geolocation tools and Agency fact sheets have been 
added, the portal is still seen as less user‑friendly and 
efficient than comparable systems, notably the Green 
Climate Fund’s portal. Many Agencies continue to 
maintain parallel data systems because the GEF Portal 
provides limited consolidated reporting, requiring 
them to manually combine data from multiple sources. 
Overall, progress is viewed as incremental, and stake-
holders emphasize the need for a more streamlined, 
user‑centered design to meet growing operational and 
reporting demands.

The GEF-8 Results 
Measurement Framework

Structural challenges persist in results measurement, 
despite progress made in GEF-8. During GEF-8, steps 
were taken to improve the GEF Results Measurement 
Framework, particularly to enhance clarity and ensure 
more consistent reporting of core indicators. Despite 
these efforts, several long-standing challenges remain. 
The GEF IEO’s 2021 Annual Performance Report iden-
tified key gaps in coverage, such as the exclusion of 
outcomes related to urban biodiversity and ecosys-
tem services, and an overemphasis on physical outputs 
rather than systemic change (GEF IEO 2023a). It also 
flagged issues like the inability to measure actual res-
toration outcomes during project implementation, the 
risk of double counting geographic areas, and the lack 
of baseline data to assess net environmental effects. 
Additional concerns included inconsistencies in count-
ing beneficiaries and long feedback loops that limit 
the utility of results data for real-time decision-making. 
While some of these concerns have been addressed 
in GEF-8, others continue to affect the framework’s 
overall effectiveness. GEF‑8 has addressed some of 
these concerns through clearer indicator definitions 
and reporting guidance, but others—particularly those 
related to coverage gaps, baseline data, and outcome 

tracking—continue to limit the overall effectiveness of 
the framework.

Revisions to indicators and guidance have strength-
ened clarity and consistency. Improvements to core 
indicators and accompanying guidance in GEF-8 have 
helped promote greater consistency in reporting and 
interpretation across the portfolio. A zero-baseline 
approach was adopted to better capture net proj-
ect effects, and indicator definitions were refined 
to reduce overlap—such as the shift from “area of 
land restored” in GEF-7 to “area of land and ecosys-
tems under restoration” in GEF-8. The adoption of 
SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, 
time-bound) criteria further enhanced clarity and 
practicality. First introduced in GEF-7, the core indi-
cator guidelines were updated in GEF-8 with greater 
detail and alignment to corporate learning. Corporate 
effectiveness reporting, initiated in 2020, was fur-
ther strengthened in this period as well. The GEF-8 
framework places greater emphasis on adaptive man-
agement, encouraging midterm reviews to be used not 
only for accountability but also to support learning and 
improve outcomes during implementation.

Most project objectives and outcomes were sup-
ported by adequate indicators and were reported 
on at completion using consistent units. Each proj-
ect has its own results framework, which defines 
project-specific objectives, outcomes, and indicators. 
These frameworks are aligned with the overall GEF 
Results Measurement Framework, which provides 
a standardized set of core indicators and reporting 
expectations for the entire portfolio. In the reviewed 
sample, 79  percent of project objectives and out-
comes were assessed as having indicators adequate 
to measure achievement, and Agencies reported on 
88  percent of these indicators using consistent units. 
However, reporting rates varied: Conservation Inter-
national, United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), and the World Bank exceeded 90  percent, 
while others lagged behind.
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Reporting on GEF core indicators—standardized met-
rics required across all projects—was slightly stronger, 
with 92 percent of these indicators reported as using 
consistent units, compared to 87 percent for noncore 
indicators. This reflects an increasing emphasis by GEF 
Agencies on standardized measurement, although 
comprehensive and uniform reporting across all indi-
cators has not yet been achieved. Reporting rates were 
also higher for full-size projects (91  percent) than for 
other project types (85 percent), suggesting more con-
sistent monitoring in larger interventions.

Critical gaps remain in capturing co-benefits, sys-
temic change, and cost-effectiveness. Notably, 
many ecosystem-based projects generate adaptation 
co-benefits that are not adequately captured by cur-
rent core indicators. While some of this information 
exists at the project level, the lack of standardiza-
tion and aggregation makes it difficult to report 
comprehensively at the corporate level. In addition, 
the framework continues to struggle with tracking 
nonplace-specific ecosystem services and long-term 
systemic changes. The IEO’s 2021 Annual Performance 
Report also noted a lack of consistent data on the costs 
associated with generating environmental benefits, 
limiting the GEF’s ability to assess value for money and 
set realistic targets (GEF IEO 2023a). Finally, because 
the GEF’s results system is tied closely to specific 
project phases, it does not effectively measure trans-
formational change or sustained long-term impact.

Efficiency of the GEF 
activity cycle

The GEF has established appropriate indicators 
to track operational efficiency, but the current 
method for defining cohorts to compare perfor-
mance does not reliably capture trends. Efficiency 
indicators—such as the percentage of projects making 
their first disbursement within 18 months or submit-
ting their midterm review within four years of CEO 

endorsement or approval—are currently based on 
the fiscal year in which these actions are reported, 
rather than the fiscal year of project endorsement 
or approval. This method may not accurately cap-
ture change because each year’s data include projects 
endorsed by the CEO over a wide range of years, 
not just those for which the monitored threshold has 
recently elapsed and the share meeting the thresh-
old can be calculated (figure 11.1a). Moreover, using 
the fiscal year of midterm review submission can over-
state the share of projects meeting the threshold by 
excluding those that never submit a midterm review 
(figure  11.1b). Tracking by fiscal year of action pools 
projects endorsed or approved at different times, com-
plicating year-over-year comparisons. The IEO’s RBM 
evaluation found that calculating the percentage of 
projects meeting thresholds based on their endorse-
ment or approval year would better capture delays 
within each cohort and reveal clearer patterns in meet-
ing the monitored thresholds.

Self-evaluation system

The self-evaluation system for GEF Agencies is a core 
component of the GEF’s RBM framework, enabling 
the Agencies to assess project performance and 
outcomes. These self-evaluations assess relevance, 
effectiveness, efficiency, sustainability, and lessons 
learned, and are guided by standardized GEF criteria. 
This information is conveyed by the Agencies primar-
ily through project terminal evaluations and midterm 
reviews, and annual project implementation reports 
(PIRs). Terminal evaluations are required for all full-size 
projects and many medium-size projects, and are 
reviewed by the GEF IEO for quality and consistency.

The GEF Secretariat has taken several steps to 
strengthen self-evaluation for learning and adap-
tive management. In its 2022 Guidelines on the 
Implementation of the GEF-8 Results Measurement 
Framework, the GEF established requirements for 
midterm reviews and set a four-year threshold after 
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FIGURE 11.1  Variation in performance trends resulting from tracking GEF efficiency indicators by reporting 
year versus endorsement year
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CEO endorsement to monitor timely submissions 
(GEF 2022c). A good practices report outline has 
been circulated to Agencies, and findings from mid-
term reviews are synthesized in the monitoring report 
for corporate-level analysis. To facilitate learning, the 
Secretariat developed templates to document lessons 
learned—compiling over 1,700 by March 2023—and 
it conducts regular bilateral exchanges with the Agen-
cies. The annual GEF monitoring report also prioritizes 
qualitative insights, highlighting adaptive manage-
ment, good practices, and risk assessments to guide 
operational improvements.

The availability of midterm reviews has improved 
with enhanced tracking by the GEF Secretariat; 
variations persist in their preparation and timing 
across Agencies. The RBM evaluation found that 
actions taken by the GEF Secretariat have significantly 
improved the submission of midterm reviews for 
full-size projects, although timely completion remains 
a challenge. By 2024, retroactive submissions by Agen-
cies substantially increased the availability of midterm 
reviews (table 11.1). The evaluation also found that for 
the more recent cohorts of GEF projects for which mid-
term reviews may be expected—those CEO endorsed 
from FY2016 to FY2019—midterm reviews were sub-
mitted within four years of endorsement for 38 to 
51 percent of projects. Compared to other GEF Agen-
cies, midterm review submissions by the World Bank 
and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO) tend to be timely. 

The timeliness and availability of terminal evalu-
ations vary across projects and Agencies. Terminal 
evaluations for GEF projects approved from GEF-5 
onward and completed by December 31, 2023, are 
available for 89  percent of completed projects for 
which they were expected, but only 70  percent 
were submitted within one year of project comple-
tion. Full-size projects show better submission rates 
and timeliness (92 percent submitted, 74 percent on 
time) compared to medium-size projects (84  per-
cent submitted, 64  percent on time). Global and 
regional projects, as well as those in Africa and least 
developed countries, exhibit lower rates of timely sub-
mission than national projects. Substantial variation 
exists across Agencies: Conservation International, 
FAO, the Inter-American Development Bank, the Inter-
national Union for Conservation of Nature, and UNDP 
have high submission rates; the Asian Development 
Bank, the African Development Bank, the Interna-
tional Fund for Agricultural Development, and the 
United Nations Environment Programme lag. Timeli-
ness is notably higher for Conservation International, 
FAO, and UNDP; and lower for the Asian Develop-
ment Bank, the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development, and the United Nations Environment 
Programme. Joint projects involving multiple Agencies 
also face greater delays. Delayed submissions cor-
relate with weaker M&E implementation but show no 
link with other performance metrics such as outcomes 
or sustainability, indicating that operational challenges 
rather than reluctance to report may underlie the 
delays.

Candor in self-evaluation remains an issue within 
the GEF partnership. While 73  percent of termi-
nal evaluations are rated satisfactory or higher based 
on well-substantiated performance data, the reli-
ability of earlier self-assessments—such as PIRs and 
midterm reviews—raises concerns. A comparison 
of development objectives ratings in final PIRs with 
independently validated outcome ratings in terminal 
evaluations reveals a notable discrepancy: 96 percent 

TABLE 11.1  Availability of midterm reviews for 
projects completed in 2020

Project type
No. of 

projects

% for which midterm 
reviews were available

As of  
Dec. 2020

As of  
Jun. 2024

Full size 95 43 74

Medium size 55 16 27

Total 150 33 57

Sources: GEF IEO forthcoming-e, based on GEF Portal data and 
GEF IEO 2023b.
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of projects received satisfactory range ratings in PIRs, 
but only 87 percent maintained this rating after inde-
pendent validation. In 10 percent of cases, PIR ratings 
were inflated by two grades relative to terminal evalua-
tions. These discrepancies suggest ongoing limitations 
in reporting objectivity, echoing findings from a previ-
ous evaluation of GEF self-evaluation systems, which 
identified a lack of institutional incentives for candor 
(GEF IEO 2023b). However, some Agencies are begin-
ning to foster a more transparent evaluation culture. 
For example, the Inter-American Development Bank 
has created a Development Effectiveness Unit, which 
supports projects from design to postevaluation and 
seeks to ensure that evaluation results are used to 
inform country strategies and project cycles.

M&E in fragile, conflict-
affected, and violent 
contexts

Projects in FCV contexts represent a significant por-
tion of the GEF portfolio, and M&E in such contexts 
faces unique and persistent challenges. Projects in 
FCV contexts often operate under conditions that 
differ from more stable environments, yet these dis-
tinctions are not fully reflected in the current GEF 
Results Measurement Framework. Although FCV 
countries represent 26 percent of GEF recipients and 
account for 20 percent of GEF-8 System for Transpar-
ent Allocation of Resources (STAR) allocations, the 
framework offers limited guidance on how to address 
FCV-specific challenges. Moreover, although the GEF 
Policy on Environmental and Social Safeguards (GEF 
2018b) includes basic requirements related to conflict 
management, it does not provide detailed direction for 
conflict-sensitive monitoring. As a result, many projects 
in FCV areas do not include objectives or indicators tai-
lored to sociopolitical dimensions such as community 
collaboration or perceptions of security. To support 
more context-appropriate project design and report-
ing, the framework could be enhanced by integrating 

indicators related to social cohesion, adaptive prac-
tices, and inclusive consultation processes. Such 
adjustments would help improve the relevance and 
utility of M&E in FCV settings.

11.2	 KNOWLEDGE 
MANAGEMENT AND 
LEARNING
Because environmental challenges are increas-
ingly complex and dynamic, it is imperative that 
organizations like the GEF learn systematically from 
both successes and failures, with an emphasis on 
adaptive management from the design stage through 
implementation. A recent evaluation of underper-
forming projects and an assessment of the GEF’s 2023 
Knowledge Management and Learning (KM&L) Strat-
egy implementation provide complementary insights 
into the GEF’s evolving knowledge management 
system, highlighting achievements, persistent gaps, 
and the road ahead (GEF IEO 2025d, forthcoming-o).

Learning from 
underperforming projects

The evaluation examined the experience of less 
successful initiatives, representing approximately 
20 percent of the overall portfolio, to distill lessons on 
risk management, adaptive strategies, and the role of 
learning in addressing implementation barriers. The 
analysis covered 202 underperforming projects, with a 
primary focus on 141 that had been completed.

A key finding from this analysis was the critical 
importance of robust risk assessment and mitigation 
during the project design stage. Underperforming 
projects generally face higher risk levels compared to 
the overall GEF portfolio. While 80 percent of closed 
underperforming projects recognized external risks 
within their control at design—such as limited govern-
ment capacity and policy gaps—these assessments and 
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mitigation measures were often not addressed com-
prehensively. As a result, nearly half of the projects 
continued to face legal and policy barriers by the time 
of closure, and over a third encountered challenges 
from low government capacity. Additionally, risks per-
ceived as beyond direct project control, including 
political instability and insufficient government own-
ership, were frequently overlooked during design, 
leading to implementation challenges.

Adaptive management played a key role in 
improving project performance. Among closed 
underperforming projects, 27  percent improved 
outcomes by learning from challenges and adapt-
ing during implementation. These improved projects 
implemented more comprehensive restructuring by 
analyzing and addressing root causes across all chal-
lenges. On average, improved projects mitigated 
more risks and applied more adaptive measures than 
unimproved ones. While unimproved projects also 
employed adaptive management, it was usually too 
late or narrowly focused rather than addressing the full 
range of challenges.

A compelling example of a successful turnaround is a 
World Bank–led biodiversity conservation project in 
Eastern Paraguay (GEF ID 2690). Initially underper-
forming because of competing land use priorities and 
weak government support and capacity, the project 
underwent a major restructuring following its mid-
term review. The pivot toward engaging Indigenous 
communities, which owned large land areas and had 
a vested interest in conservation, coupled with trans-
ferring execution leadership to the environmentally 
active Itaipu hydroelectric company, turned the project 
into a success. By closure, the project had successfully 
created the intended forest corridor in one of the 
globally most important ecosystems for biodiversity 
conservation. The Atlantic Forest Corridor became a 
national priority and Itaipu continues restoration work. 
This transformation was rooted in context-sensitive 
adjustments and strategic stakeholder engagement, 
showcasing the power of adaptive learning.

The Paraguay case exemplifies how successful turn-
arounds must navigate two fundamentally different 
kinds of challenges: technical problems that can be 
solved through established expertise, and socially 
complex adaptive problems requiring sensitive nego-
tiations between diverse stakeholders with different 
understandings of both problems and solutions. This 
highlights the critical insight that effective knowledge 
application is not only about replicating solutions, but 
also about learning how to adapt approaches to specific 
contextual conditions.

Learning from failure needs to be institutionalized. 
It should not be an incidental exercise but a deliber-
ate component of project management. Monitoring 
should go beyond compliance to support innovative 
problem solving. The GEF partnership needs to invest 
in real-time learning systems, contextual intelligence, 
and a culture of continuous adaptation.

The KM&L Strategy

In response to gaps identified by the GEF IEO in its 
Seventh Comprehensive Evaluation of the GEF (OPS7; 
GEF IEO 2022f), the GEF Council approved a new 
KM&L Strategy in October 2023 (GEF Secretariat 
2024b), developed with inputs from the GEF’s Sci-
entific and Technical Advisory Panel, which has long 
championed and supported GEF knowledge man-
agement approaches (Metternicht and Stafford Smith 
2022).

The strategy introduces a more structured approach 
to addressing knowledge management across the 
GEF partnership. As part of a broader reorganization 
of the GEF Secretariat, a new Integration and Knowl-
edge Division was established, and two dedicated staff 
were recruited in 2024 to support implementation of 
the strategy.

The KM&L Strategy is built around three founda-
tional pillars—people, processes, and systems—and 
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structured into four strategic directions encom-
passing 10 action areas. These directions aim to align 
KM&L with GEF-8 delivery, strengthen KM&L in pro-
gramming, invest in the generation of global public 
goods, and link KM&L with communications and out-
reach. Some of these identified action areas predate 
the formal KM&L Strategy, such as the GEF Brown 
Bag Lunch learning series and the development of 
GEF online courses. In this context, the Secretariat has 
worked to integrate both ongoing and new learning 
activities into the KM&L Strategy. While this integration 
promotes coherence between knowledge manage-
ment and learning, it also raises the risk that learning 
activities may overshadow other dimensions of knowl-
edge management. As of June 2025, progress had 
been made in approximately half of the action areas. 

There is broad support among GEF Agencies for the 
KM&L Strategy, along with a strong call for more 
practical guidance on applying knowledge manage-
ment in projects. Survey responses from GEF Agency 
coordination units show that 84 percent agree the GEF 
partnership now has clear priorities and objectives for 
knowledge management. Agencies appreciated the 
inclusive development of the strategy and the appoint-
ment of dedicated KM staff, with one respondent 
calling it a “game changer.” Despite this positive recep-
tion, many noted that the strategy’s impact on the 
portfolio has been limited to date and emphasized the 
need for more practical operational guidance. This is 
reflected in divided views on the adequacy of current 
knowledge management resources, with 48  percent 
of respondents finding them sufficient and 47 percent 
indicating they are not. To address this, the GEF Secre-
tariat has indicated that an action plan is under way and 
that key performance indicators will be used to track 
progress. To support implementation, the GEF IEO has 
also proposed eight guiding principles to strengthen 
the GEF partnership’s role as a learning organization 
(GEF IEO 2025d).

Strengthening knowledge capture remains a pri-
ority for the GEF partnership, with recent progress 
supported by new systems and strategy, but per-
sistent gaps continue to limit its effectiveness 
across the portfolio. Since OPS7, progress has been 
made in strengthening knowledge capture within 
the GEF partnership. The GEF Secretariat has rede-
signed internal systems, adapted project templates, 
and uploaded over 1,700 lessons to the GEF Portal. 
Nearly all CEO-endorsed projects between July 
2023 and June 2024 (97 percent) included dedicated 
knowledge management components, reflecting 
stronger integration of knowledge management into 
project design. The KM&L Strategy includes plans 
for a new Knowledge and Collaboration Platform, a 
long-standing recommendation by the GEF IEO and 
a top priority identified by GEF Agencies to support 
partnership-wide learning and exchange.

Challenges remain in fully leveraging the GEF Portal 
and strengthening knowledge systems across the 
portfolio. While 59 percent of surveyed GEF Agency 
coordination units found the portal useful for accessing 
knowledge, 33  percent disagreed, citing difficulties 
with data entry and limited user friendliness. Survey 
feedback and prior evaluations also point to ongoing 
fragmentation in knowledge capture; inconsistent col-
lection at the program level; and gaps in documenting 
innovations, risks, and lessons learned. These findings 
underscore the need for continued improvements in 
the curation, consistency, and synthesis of knowledge 
across the GEF partnership.

The GEF has made progress in developing knowl-
edge platforms across integrated programs, with 
opportunities for improving the curation and 
broader use of knowledge across the partnership. 
Progress in knowledge development and curation 
has included the establishment of global child proj-
ects serving as knowledge platforms within integrated 
programming—such as the Net-Zero Nature-Positive 
Accelerator, Sustainable Cities, Global Wildlife 
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Program, Food Systems, and the long-running Inter-
national Waters Learning Exchange and Resource 
Network (IW:LEARN) in the international waters focal 
area. These platforms support knowledge exchange, 
adaptive learning, and coordination. Under the 
KM&L Strategy, the GEF Secretariat has taken steps to 
enhance this work, including developing an inventory 
of platforms and interoperability principles, and host-
ing expert workshops.

Evaluations and stakeholder feedback continue to 
highlight several challenges in knowledge manage-
ment. The Global Wildlife Program evaluation called 
for broader participation, multilingual access, and 
better dissemination (GEF IEO forthcoming-n). There 
have been persistent weaknesses in integrating child 
projects into program-level platforms and a need for 
more dedicated knowledge management resources. 
Surveyed Agencies emphasized the lack of standard-
ized indicators, limited data, and resource constraints 
as barriers to effective cross-country learning. They 
also noted the need for a more systematic approach 
to synthesizing and curating knowledge, including 
the potential use of artificial intelligence. Concerns 
were raised that valuable insights from project reports 
and evaluations remain underutilized. Survey results 
reflect these issues, with 58 percent rating knowledge 
development and curation positively, and 31  percent 
negatively.

Evaluations also highlight missed opportunities in 
the application of knowledge. Key gaps include lim-
ited integration of local and traditional knowledge 
(GEF IEO 2024a), inadequate delivery of early warn-
ing systems to vulnerable communities (GEF IEO 
2025b), and insufficient follow-up on technical knowl-
edge, particularly in water security programming (GEF 
IEO 2024c). These shortcomings are reflected in 
survey results: only 53 percent of GEF Agency coordi-
nation units rated knowledge application positively, 
while 48  percent disagreed that existing knowledge 
management systems meaningfully support project 
design and implementation.

Efforts to enhance knowledge sharing and dissem-
ination across the GEF partnership have expanded 
under the KM&L Strategy, but important gaps 
remain. The GEF has introduced internal learning 
series, microlearning videos, courses, and new knowl-
edge products to complement existing initiatives 
such as the GEF Brown Bag Lunch series, South-South 
exchanges, and expanded constituency workshops. 
These efforts were rated positively by GEF Agency 
coordination units, with 73  percent expressing sat-
isfaction. However, limited cross-Agency exchange 
continues to be a challenge; only 47  percent agreed 
that substantial sharing of lessons occurs between 
Agencies, with 48  percent disagreeing. Respondents 
noted that inter-Agency competition can inhibit open 
learning around both successes and failures.

GEF IEO evaluations highlight weak knowledge 
exchange within focal areas, country programs, and 
among projects. For example, the most recent inter-
national waters evaluation (GEF IEO forthcoming-j) 
found insufficient communication between child 
projects, resulting in missed opportunities for syn-
ergy and stakeholder engagement. Similar issues 
were identified in the biodiversity (GEF IEO 2022e, 
forthcoming-n), climate change adaptation (GEF 
IEO 2025b, 2025c), land degradation (GEF IEO 
2024f), and chemicals and waste focal areas (GEF IEO 
forthcoming-k), as well as in the Lower Mekong River 
Basin (GEF IEO 2023c).

While the KM&L Strategy includes plans to foster 
communities of practice, it places greater empha-
sis on knowledge generation and sharing than on 
applying that knowledge to inform project design, 
implementation, and future programming. IEO 
evaluations have documented cases where knowl-
edge application contributed to tangible results. In 
Pacific small island developing states, South-South 
knowledge transfer helped scale Indigenous farm-
ing practices and farmer field schools across projects. 
These approaches, introduced in ridge to reef 

https://www.iwlearn.net/
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projects in Fiji (GEF IDs 5398, 5404), influenced the 
World Bank’s Jobs for Nature 2.0 initiative, which 
attracted substantial additional funding (GEF IEO 
forthcoming-t). In the international waters focal area, 
IW:LEARN (version 4) led to the adoption of at least 
one new management approach in 47 projects, while 
community-based approaches improved climate-smart 
agriculture and ecosystem protection (GEF IEO 2024a, 
forthcoming-j). Communities of practice, as seen with 
IW:LEARN, have proven to be catalytic in support-
ing change and impact beyond individual projects 
(Ijjasz-Vasquez, Karp, and Weber-Fahr 2024).

11.3	 SUMMARY
The GEF’s institutional systems for RBM and KM&L 
are essential to ensuring accountability, improving 
performance, and fostering adaptive and transfor-
mational change across its portfolio. During GEF-8, 
progress was made in improving core indicator clarity, 
portal functionality, and the quality of self-evaluation 
processes, although challenges persist in consis-
tency, timeliness, and candor—particularly in midterm 
reviews and terminal evaluations. Efforts to adapt mon-
itoring frameworks for FCV contexts remain limited. 
On the knowledge management side, the launch of 
the 2023 KM&L Strategy and establishment of a ded-
icated Secretariat unit marked a shift toward more 
structured and strategic learning. Although knowl-
edge capture and dissemination have improved—with 
better integration into project design and expanded 
learning tools—systematic application of knowledge to 
enhance project implementation remains uneven. Key 

gaps remain in systematically capturing, synthesizing, 
and applying knowledge, especially across integrated 
programs. Limited interoperability between knowl-
edge platforms and projects, and weak cross-Agency 
and country-level learning, continue to limit the poten-
tial for innovation and scaling.

Improved knowledge use is critical for adaptive 
management. Evaluation findings show that early risk 
identification and contextualized responses improve 
project outcomes, while delayed or narrow adjust-
ments reduce impact. Strengthening knowledge 
platforms, creating consistent feedback loops, and syn-
thesizing insights at the portfolio level are essential 
next steps.

As GEF-9 approaches, sharpening the KM&L Strat-
egy with clear priorities, timelines, and a stronger 
emphasis on knowledge application, adaptive man-
agement, and support for broader adoption of 
successful interventions will be critical. Institutional 
learning; connecting people; and enabling systematic 
exchange across projects, programs, and Agencies and 
at the country level will help close the loop between 
learning and impact—positioning the GEF as a more 
adaptive and knowledge-driven institution.
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chapter 12

Conclusions and 
recommendations

T he world is entering a decisive decade for 
environmental action, where climate change, 
biodiversity loss, land degradation, chem-

ical pollution, and declining marine and freshwater 
resources threaten not only ecosystems but also social 
and economic stability. These crises are deeply inter-
connected, amplifying risks to lives and livelihoods, 
food systems, and security as they unfold in a global 
context of increasing recovery costs, rising debt 
burdens, geopolitical tensions, and widening inequal-
ity. The urgency of action has never been greater, 
demanding solutions that move beyond isolated inter-
ventions toward integrated, systemic, and sustainable 
transformational change.

Delays in addressing these challenges will further lock 
in unsustainable practices, deepen vulnerability, and 
raise the eventual costs of transition. Immediate and 
coordinated action is therefore essential if the global 
community is to avoid irreversible tipping points and 
secure a more resilient future. In addition, with greater 
scrutiny from citizens, investors, and markets, institutions 
are being measured by the credibility of their actions—
placing the GEF in a position to demonstrate leadership 
through policy reform, market transformation, and inno-
vative finance in advancing transformational change.

The GEF serves multiple global environmental agree-
ments, including the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, the United Nations Convention to Combat 
Desertification, and the Stockholm and Minamata 

Conventions on chemicals and mercury. Its international 
waters focal area operates under several multilateral 
agreements addressing international and transbound-
ary water systems, and the GEF also serves as part of the 
financial mechanism for the Conservation and Sustain-
able Use of Marine Biological Diversity of Areas beyond 
National Jurisdiction Agreement under the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea. This broad 
mandate gives the GEF a distinctive comparative advan-
tage and capacity to design integrated solutions that 
link land, water, climate, biodiversity, forests, energy, 
chemicals, and cities into coherent strategies that con-
nect global priorities with local realities and catalyze 
policy, institutional, and behavioral change.

The Eighth Comprehensive Evaluation of the GEF 
(OPS8) centers on integration as a driver of change, 
reflecting the need for approaches that connect sec-
tors, actors, financing models, systems, and policy 
frameworks to address today’s complex and intercon-
nected environmental challenges. This focus builds 
on a core premise of the GEF’s evolution: that solv-
ing these challenges requires coherent, multisectoral 
solutions and alignment of policies, institutions, and 
behaviors, while also acknowledging the complexity, 
transaction costs, and selectivity challenges involved. 
The GEF’s mandate to serve multiple global environ-
mental agreements positions it to pursue this broader 
vision of integration—not only through flagship impact 
programs but also by embedding social inclusion, pri-
vate sector engagement, and risk‑taking innovation 
across its portfolio.
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OPS8 examines how the integration approach is shap-
ing the GEF’s work, drawing on 34 evaluations and 
studies completed since 2022. It assesses performance 
across focal areas and country programs, highlighting 
achievements and lessons on socioeconomic co‑ben-
efits that link environmental outcomes with improved 
livelihoods and resilience. The report reviews the con-
tribution of integrated programs in driving systemic 
solutions, considers how inclusion—particularly the 
participation of Indigenous Peoples and local commu-
nities—has strengthened ownership and outcomes, and 
examines private sector engagement, risk‑taking inno-
vation, and the functioning of the GEF partnership that 
brings together diverse implementing Agencies and 
stakeholders. Finally, OPS8 evaluates the systems that 
support delivery, including results‑based management 
and knowledge management, underscoring their impor-
tance for adaptive learning and transformational impact.

OPS8 is timed to inform negotiations for the ninth 
replenishment of the GEF Trust Fund, at a moment 
when donors and countries are seeking clarity on how 
the GEF can deepen its impact, enhance its efficiency, 
and strengthen its role as a global convener of solutions 
that work across sectors and scales.

The conclusions and recommendations that follow build 
on the evidence presented in this report to strengthen 
the GEF partnership and its supporting systems, build 
on established strengths, address key challenges, and 
refine its approach to deliver greater impact and drive 
transformational change in the years ahead.

12.1	 CONCLUSIONS
Relevance and 
performance

CONCLUSION 1: The GEF stands out as a uniquely 
relevant financing mechanism for global environ-
mental action. As the dedicated financial mechanism 
for six major multilateral environmental agreements, 

the GEF’s mandate ensures coherence between 
global policy commitments and country-level imple-
mentation, enabling countries to translate convention 
obligations into tangible environmental outcomes. The 
GEF continues to align its programming with the core 
mandates of the conventions it serves—biodiversity, 
climate change, international waters, land degrada-
tion, and chemicals and waste—while expanding into 
emerging areas such as circular economy approaches 
and nature-based solutions.

Its mandate has positioned the GEF to go beyond 
isolated, sectoral projects and embrace approaches 
that address complex, interconnected environ-
mental systems. Building on its legacy of multifocal 
projects and the integrated approach pilots, the GEF 
has advanced toward large-scale impact programs 
grounded in systems change principles. These pro-
grams focus on tackling the underlying drivers of 
environmental degradation through cross-sectoral 
solutions and adaptive management—reflecting the 
GEF’s competitive advantage in delivering integrated 
responses across sectors, scales, and stakeholders.

The recent establishment of the Global Biodiversity 
Framework Fund (GBFF), alongside the continued 
operation of the Least Developed Countries Fund 
(LDCF) and the Special Climate Change Fund (SCCF), 
highlights the evolution of the GEF family of funds 
and its central role in mobilizing resources for press-
ing global priorities. These complementary trust funds 
provide targeted instruments to help countries meet 
biodiversity objectives, support climate adaptation, 
and address the unique vulnerabilities of the poorest 
and most climate-affected nations.

Even as the GEF increases its focus on integration and 
systemic transformation, it continues to maintain 
strong alignment with focal area priorities. Integrated 
programming is designed to support multiple conven-
tions simultaneously, fostering cross-sectoral synergies 
and ensuring that country-level actions are structured 
to contribute to diverse international commitments.
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CONCLUSION 2: The GEF portfolio contin-
ues to deliver consistently strong results across 
both its global and country-level interventions. 
Completed projects achieve satisfactory or higher 
outcome ratings—81  percent meet or exceed expec-
tations—reflecting robust project design, effective 
implementation by Agencies, and close collaboration 
with national partners.

At the country level, many governments have 
strategically leveraged GEF support to integrate 
environmental priorities into national development 
frameworks, enhance interministerial coordina-
tion, and drive institutional reforms. Countries with 
established environmental institutions and strong 
leadership across sectors have reported particu-
larly successful outcomes, including policy alignment 
and increased capacity. The Small Grants Programme 
(SGP) has further showcased the GEF’s ability to 
empower local communities, spark innovation, and 
strengthen grassroots environmental stewardship.

Nonetheless, performance varies. Projects in fragile 
or capacity-limited contexts often face delays, sustain-
ability challenges, and weaker alignment with national 
systems. Large-scale, multicountry, or multisector ini-
tiatives—while offering promise for transformational 
change—typically require longer timelines and 
involve higher transaction costs. Monitoring and eval-
uation frameworks also remain weighted toward 
outputs and biophysical achievements, with less atten-
tion to the institutional or behavioral shifts needed 
for enduring impact. Although outcomes are rated 
in the satisfactory range for over 80  percent of proj-
ects, only 59  percent demonstrate broader adoption 
of results, and sustainability is in the likely range for 
nearly two-thirds. This performance is broadly in line 
with other international organizations, but the per-
sistent gap between high project-level outcomes and 
weaker impact and sustainability underscores a criti-
cal challenge for the GEF. Bridging this gap will require 
stronger integration of projects into national policies 

and budgets, adequate financing mechanisms to sus-
tain results, more consistent attention to institutional 
and behavioral change, and systems for learning and 
support beyond project closure—so that individual 
project successes translate into systemic and lasting 
global environmental benefits.

CONCLUSION 3: The GEF’s focal area portfo-
lio delivers significant environmental outcomes, 
aligned with its multiconvention mandate. In bio-
diversity, projects have expanded protected areas, 
strengthened community-based conservation, pro-
moted sustainable use and equitable benefit sharing 
of genetic resources, and supported policy reforms 
to reduce habitat pressures. Climate change inter-
ventions have promoted renewable energy, energy 
efficiency, and low-carbon transport, while adaptation 
efforts have enhanced resilience in vulnerable commu-
nities and ecosystems. Land degradation investments 
have improved sustainable land management, restored 
landscapes, and reduced deforestation, contribut-
ing to both ecological restoration and food security. 
Projects addressing chemicals and waste have cut 
the release of harmful pollutants, enhanced chemical 
management, and piloted circular economy models. 
International waters initiatives have strengthened 
transboundary governance and cooperation over 
shared marine and freshwater resources.

Persistent challenges exist. In biodiversity and land 
degradation, maintaining the long-term viability of pro-
tected areas and restored landscapes remains difficult 
in the absence of sustainable incentives and compet-
ing land uses. Climate mitigation efforts have delivered 
important benefits, but remain insufficient relative to 
the magnitude of the challenge. Funding for this area 
continues to prioritize established, country-driven solu-
tions, while high-impact and experimental approaches 
receive limited support. At the same time, the propor-
tion of GEF resources dedicated to climate mitigation 
has declined over the past decade. 
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Although select adaptation initiatives have demon-
strated potential, systemic challenges persist in 
mobilizing continued financing and limit the repli-
cation of successful models. Chemicals and waste 
interventions face obstacles in achieving scale due 
to regulatory weak spots and limited private sector 
involvement. International waters programs continue 
to struggle in sustaining cross-border cooperation 
amid political and resource constraints. Moreover, focal 
area programming is sometimes siloed, missing oppor-
tunities to connect with broader systemic integration 
strategies—although integrated programming is grad-
ually helping to bridge these gaps.

A growing overlap between GEF biodiversity efforts 
and the GBFF highlights the urgency of ensuring 
coordinated complementarity to prevent duplica-
tion and strengthen impact. Effective alignment 
between the GEF Trust Fund and related instruments 
such as the GBFF will be essential for optimizing 
resources.

Overall, GEF focal area work remains effective 
in delivering global benefits. To amplify impact, 
however, future direction should focus on deeper the-
matic integration, sustainable design and scalability, 
and strategic coordination across emerging funding 
mechanisms.

CONCLUSION 4: Socioeconomic co-benefits 
are a defining feature of GEF programming. They 
demonstrate how environmental investments can 
strengthen human and social capital, create opportu-
nities for income generation and diversification, and 
enhance community resilience. These benefits foster 
local ownership and long-term support for conserva-
tion and sustainable resource management, helping to 
sustain environmental outcomes. By improving liveli-
hoods and reducing vulnerability, they also encourage 
broader adoption of sustainable practices and catalyze 
behavior change necessary for lasting impact.

Many projects have successfully linked biodiversity 
conservation to improved livelihoods through eco-
tourism, sustainable agriculture, and nature-based 
enterprises. Interventions addressing land degrada-
tion and desertification have supported sustainable 
land management, improved soil fertility, and boosted 
agricultural productivity, contributing directly to food 
security and rural incomes. Climate mitigation and 
adaptation initiatives have enhanced energy access, 
increased agricultural resilience, and reduced vul-
nerability to climate shocks. Chemicals and waste 
interventions have contributed to safer working con-
ditions and public health gains, while integrated 
programs have demonstrated the potential to couple 
environmental outcomes with food system transfor-
mation and sustainable urban development. These 
co-benefits have often strengthened local ownership 
and created the political and social support that helps 
sustain environmental outcomes over time. 

Despite these achievements, socioeconomic 
co-benefits are not yet systematically captured or 
fully leveraged across the GEF portfolio. While many 
projects identify potential co-benefits during design, 
they often lack robust indicators or monitoring frame-
works to track progress and assess how benefits are 
distributed among different social groups. The inclu-
sion of marginalized populations—such as women, 
youth, Indigenous Peoples and local communities, 
and vulnerable rural communities—remains inconsis-
tent and often dependent on project-specific choices 
rather than an institutionalized approach. While some 
initiatives have successfully generated new liveli-
hood opportunities and markets, scaling these gains 
beyond the pilot stage remains difficult—particu-
larly where enabling policies, market linkages, and 
financing are weak, and where mechanisms for coor-
dination among country-level stakeholders to foster 
cross-project synergies and scaling opportunities are 
lacking. More systematic integration of socioeconomic 
considerations, supported by clear scaling strategies 
and sustainability pathways, would likely enhance 
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the socioeconomic co-benefits of GEF interventions, 
thereby supporting broader development outcomes 
while maintaining the GEF’s core mandate of deliver-
ing global environmental benefits.

Enablers of 
transformational change

INTEGRATION

CONCLUSION 5: Integrated programs have 
delivered important benefits, aligning national pri-
orities with global environmental objectives and 
fostering cross‑sectoral collaboration. Integrated 
programs have strengthened alignment between 
national priorities and global environmental commit-
ments, enhanced institutional collaboration across 
sectors, and introduced broader frameworks that con-
nect landscapes, supply chains, urban systems, and 
biodiversity corridors. They have fostered innovations 
in governance, stakeholder engagement, and in some 
cases, efforts to engage the private sector and estab-
lish multistakeholder platforms. When supported 
by strong country ownership and capable coordina-
tion mechanisms, these programs have delivered early 
results such as improved landscape management, 
updated urban and spatial plans, and strengthened 
enforcement and compliance systems. They have also 
demonstrated the potential of linking global thematic 
expertise to country‑led implementation, support-
ing the integration of environmental priorities into 
national development planning.

Despite these advances, integrated programs face 
significant challenges. Their complexity leads to 
heavier coordination demands at both the global and 
national levels. Compressed design schedules have at 
times limited opportunities for inclusive stakeholder 
consultation and full alignment with national sys-
tems, while operational focal points have not always 
had access to the information or support required 
to manage the additional demands of integrated 

approaches. Coordination between global platforms 
and country‑level child projects has been uneven, 
weakening knowledge exchange and overall pro-
gram coherence. Scaling and sustaining results often 
depend on temporary funding or individual champi-
ons rather than durable institutional arrangements. 
Although private sector engagement has grown, it has 
yet to reach its potential, and mechanisms to main-
tain investments and outcomes beyond GEF support 
remain underdeveloped.

These findings underscore the importance of a 
more strategic focus on integrated program design. 
The focus should be on contexts where institutional 
readiness and country demand are strong and where 
there is clear potential for systemic transformation, 
while ensuring mechanisms are in place to enable 
participation by countries with more limited capac-
ity. Integrated programs work most effectively when 
design timelines are realistic, roles and responsibil-
ities between global platforms and country‑level 
components are clearly defined, and systems for 
adaptive learning and knowledge exchange are 
robust. Their transformational potential also depends 
on broad and inclusive participation, and the active 
engagement of diverse stakeholders, including the 
private sector.

As programs mature, evolving needs will require the 
GEF to introduce new programs while phasing out 
those that are ineffective or that have fully achieved 
their objectives. Clear principles and strategies are 
needed for selecting new programs, and graduating 
mature ones and sustaining the knowledge resources 
they produce—resources that are currently difficult 
to access, including through the GEF website. Incen-
tives for participation have also shifted: with reduced 
System for Transparent Allocation of Resources (STAR) 
allocations in GEF‑8, countries are increasingly joining 
integrated programs based on alignment with national 
priorities rather than financial leverage. This shift high-
lights the importance of ensuring program relevance, 
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transparent participation incentives, and accessible 
knowledge systems to maintain strong engagement 
and lasting impact.

INCLUSION

CONCLUSION 6: Inclusion has advanced across 
the GEF portfolio, supported by stronger policies, 
clearer operational guidance, and growing engage-
ment with civil society. Gender equality and the 
participation of Indigenous Peoples and local com-
munities are now more systematically embedded 
in project design and implementation, with gender 
action plans, budgets for gender-specific inter-
ventions, and gender‑responsive indicators and 
monitoring increasingly common. However, gender 
equality is not always well operationalized—measur-
ing participation (e.g., the percentage of women in 
activities) is not the same as ensuring equitable deci-
sion‑making and influence. This challenge extends 
beyond gender to other domains of inclusion, where 
progress often depends on the presence of com-
mitted and competent individuals within project 
teams. Without dedicated expertise and capacity 
to translate inclusion principles into practice during 
implementation, advances risk being inconsistent and 
unsustainable.

The SGP and community‑based approaches have 
been particularly effective in demonstrating how 
community-driven approaches integrate social 
inclusion with environmental outcomes. Such initia-
tives empower women, Indigenous Peoples, youth, 
and marginalized rural groups to take leadership 
roles in ecosystem restoration, climate resilience, and 
sustainable livelihoods. These efforts show how partic-
ipatory governance, benefit‑sharing arrangements, and 
the recognition of traditional knowledge enhance local 
stewardship and contribute to equitable, durable envi-
ronmental outcomes.

Civil society has also played an important role, 
with the GEF–Civil Society Organization (CSO) 

Network and other mechanisms helping to amplify 
local voices and foster inclusive decision-making. 
Many integrated programs have built on this founda-
tion by embedding inclusion into broader landscapes 
and value chains, illustrating how socially inclusive 
approaches can strengthen environmental impact and 
foster local ownership.

Despite advances, inclusion remains uneven and 
often dependent on individual champions rather 
than institutionalized practice. Engagement of 
youth, persons with disabilities, and other margin-
alized populations is still limited, rarely integrated 
into programmatic planning, or backed by system-
atic reporting and consistent monitoring indicators. 
The GEF-CSO Network has yet to be fully utilized, 
presenting an opportunity to strengthen system-
atic engagement across GEF programs and to build 
on past recommendations for reform. Many projects 
acknowledge inclusion as a priority but lack clear path-
ways or resources to operationalize it, and compressed 
preparation timelines frequently constrain oppor-
tunities for meaningful participation—particularly in 
fragile or capacity-constrained settings. Sustaining 
inclusive outcomes beyond the life of GEF fund-
ing also remains challenging where local institutions 
are weak or enabling policies are absent. Addressing 
these gaps will require projects to focus on strength-
ening institutional frameworks, fully leveraging civil 
society networks, building capacity for inclusive design 
and participatory monitoring, and ensuring adequate 
time and resources for social analysis and engagement 
across all levels of programming.

PRIVATE SECTOR ENGAGEMENT

CONCLUSION 7: Private sector engagement 
in the GEF portfolio has expanded and demon-
strated catalytic results, but remains uneven and 
below its full potential. The GEF has moved from iso-
lated pilot initiatives toward more systemic approaches 
embedded in integrated programs, sustainable com-
modity supply chains, renewable energy, circular 
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economy models, and sustainable urban services. 
Nongrant instruments (NGIs) have shown promise 
in mobilizing private capital and sharing risk through 
blended finance and performance-based mecha-
nisms; while partnerships with agribusiness, financial 
institutions, and small and medium enterprises have 
supported sustainable production, improved market 
transparency, and enabled early stage innovation. 
Through global supply chain programs such as the 
Food, Land Use, and Restoration Impact Program and 
GOLD (Global Opportunities for Long-term Devel-
opment of ASGM [Artisanal and Small-scale Gold 
Mining] Sector), and national initiatives in fisheries, 
livestock, and e-waste, the GEF has catalyzed behav-
ioral shifts and opened pathways for sustainable 
practices to take root. Collectively, these achievements 
underscore the GEF’s value as a flexible and catalytic 
partner capable of influencing business practices and 
expanding markets for environmental solutions.

At the same time, significant challenges persist. 
Many projects remain discrete rather than systemic in 
design, with engagement often limited by short proj-
ect cycles, insufficient enabling conditions, weak 
business cases for sustainability, and underutilization of 
NGIs. Private sector contributions frequently take the 
form of in-kind support rather than substantial financial 
commitments, and the $15  million cap on NGI proj-
ects constrains larger, more catalytic investments in 
capital-intensive sectors such as renewable energy and 
sustainable infrastructure. Additional barriers include 
the complexity and time required to structure NGI 
projects, capacity gaps among Agencies and coun-
try partners, weak regulatory frameworks, and limited 
appetite for higher-risk investments, particularly in 
least developed countries and small island developing 
states.

Realizing the full catalytic potential of the GEF will 
require combining market transformation with cat-
alytic financing. This can be accomplished through 
policy reform, standards, capacity building, and value 
chain engagement, while scaling up the use of NGIs 

to mobilize private capital and de-risk innovation. 
Expanding partnerships with multilateral develop-
ment bank private sector arms, strengthening internal 
capacity for financial innovation, and embedding more 
strategic, investment-ready models across focal areas 
and geographies will also be essential. By combin-
ing market transformation with catalytic financing, the 
GEF can better align with private sector incentives, 
foster systemic change, and accelerate progress toward 
global environmental benefits.

Partners and systems

THE GEF PARTNERSHIP

CONCLUSION 8: The GEF’s partnership model 
remains a core strength, but can be further lever-
aged by addressing complexity and strengthening 
engagement. The GEF’s partnership structure—bring-
ing together 18 Agencies, the Secretariat, the Scientific 
and Technical Advisory Panel (STAP), civil society, 
and national partners—delivers environmental out-
comes across regions and focal areas. This model offers 
flexibility and breadth, as Agencies contribute spe-
cialized expertise in biodiversity, chemicals, climate 
mitigation, land degradation, international waters, and 
finance, enabling the GEF to address diverse country 
needs and evolving global priorities. When Agency 
selection is well aligned with technical requirements, 
performance has been strong, leveraging Agen-
cies’ institutional networks and financing capacity to 
achieve significant results. Institutional and operational 
complexity—including overlapping roles and differ-
ing Agency procedures—has at times slowed delivery 
and increased transaction costs, pointing to the need 
for clearer division of responsibilities and simplified 
processes.

The Country Engagement Strategy (CES) has 
improved alignment between GEF programming 
and national priorities, with opportunities for 
improvements in implementation. It has done so 
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through national dialogues, pipeline planning, and 
support to the operational focal points. In countries 
that have fully embraced the CES, environmental prior-
ities are better defined, cross‑ministerial collaboration 
has improved, and GEF pipelines have become more 
strategically focused. However, CES implementa-
tion has been uneven. Some dialogues have occurred 
late in replenishment cycles, limiting their ability to 
inform upstream programming. There have been 
fewer expanded constituency workshops conducted 
than originally planned. Engagement from nonstate 
actors—including civil society, the private sector, and 
local communities—has been inconsistent, and lim-
ited focal point capacity and political turnover have 
hindered follow‑up and continuity. Addressing these 
engagement challenges by ensuring more timely and 
inclusive dialogues and investing in focal point capacity 
would strengthen country ownership and program-
ming coherence.

The STAP plays a central role in embedding sci-
ence, innovation, and technical rigor across the GEF 
partnership; refining its mandate could amplify 
its scientific contributions and strategic influence 
across programs. It provides independent, objective 
advice on GEF strategies, programs, and projects, pro-
ducing thematic papers, early stage project reviews, 
and strategic guidance on policies. Its contributions—
especially in regard to integrated programming, 
risk appetite, and innovation—have bolstered the 
scientific underpinnings of GEF operations and influ-
enced the shift toward systemic and cross-sectoral 
approaches. The STAP also has been instrumental in 
horizon scanning for emerging tools and technologies, 
supporting adaptive learning, and integrating resil-
ience and knowledge management considerations into 
project design. However, its influence is shaped by an 
advisory mandate rather than direct implementation 
authority, which can limit the uptake of recommen-
dations in country-level contexts. Stakeholders value 
its strategic thematic work, but note that the burden 
of routine project reviews—which could be handled 

effectively by reviewers with deep project manage-
ment and field experience—may divert attention from 
broader horizon scanning and policy-oriented guid-
ance to operational items. Updating the STAP’s terms 
of reference and clarifying its focus could better align 
its expertise and governance structure with the evolv-
ing needs of the GEF, ensuring timely and impactful 
scientific input to the GEF’s strategic directions while 
continuing to support innovation and quality assurance 
across the portfolio.

The GEF partnership model remains inherently 
complex in administrative terms. Differences in 
Agency risk appetites and operational policies can 
create inefficiencies, while multi-Agency projects 
often face elevated transaction costs, longer prepa-
ration times, and challenges in coordination. In many 
cases, components implemented by different Agen-
cies within a multi-Agency project are managed and 
reported on as separate projects, sometimes result-
ing in reporting gaps and reducing overall coherence. 
Knowledge‑sharing systems also are fragmented across 
Agencies, limiting the ability to synthesize and dissem-
inate lessons in real time. Addressing these challenges 
will require harmonization of operational practices 
where feasible, stronger institutional support for coun-
try coordination platforms, earlier and more inclusive 
CES dialogues, and a more integrated, system-wide 
approach to knowledge management.

RISK AND INNOVATION 

CONCLUSION 9: More explicit management 
of risk and innovation have gained greater visibil-
ity in the GEF portfolio, yet both are constrained 
by structural and operational limitations. Despite 
growing recognition that testing new approaches 
and deploying emerging technologies often leads to 
transformational change, risk-taking within the GEF 
is still moderate, and innovation is not yet systemati-
cally embedded across the partnership. The adoption 
of a formal risk appetite statement in GEF‑8 marks an 
important step toward greater openness to higher‑risk, 
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innovative initiatives. Further, several programs have 
successfully piloted novel governance models, digital 
tools for monitoring and transparency, and advanced 
technologies such as remote sensing, data analytics, 
and traceability systems for sustainable supply chains. 
These innovations have shown potential to improve 
efficiency, influence behavior change, and open new 
markets for environmental solutions—in some cases 
catalyzing additional investment and shaping national 
policies.

Constraints to adopting innovative technologies 
persist across multiple dimensions. Approval pro-
cesses tend to favor established approaches over 
untested but potentially transformational solu-
tions, slowing the introduction of innovation at scale. 
Many GEF Agencies and countries face technical, 
institutional, and infrastructure barriers to adopting 
advanced technologies, particularly in lower‑capacity 
settings. Limited incentives to take risks—coupled with 
concerns about being penalized for failure—further 
discourage innovation. The partnership’s varied risk 
appetites, combined with limited dedicated funding 
(including the $15 million cap on NGIs) and insufficient 
incentives to pilot and scale innovative approaches, 
have limited the GEF’s ability to fully exploit emerg-
ing opportunities. Mechanisms to learn quickly from 
both successful and unsuccessful experiments remain 
underdeveloped, reducing opportunities to repli-
cate proven innovations. Strengthening innovation in 
the GEF will require operational guidance to manage 
risk consistently, targeted resources to support exper-
imentation and technology deployment, and stronger 
systems for rapid learning and knowledge exchange 
across the portfolio. It will also require partnerships 
with not just ministries and public regulation agencies 
but with proven innovators, including private sector 
entities as well as universities or university spin-off 
enterprises in countries.

GEF FUNDING SOURCES 

CONCLUSION 10: The GEF’s financial foun-
dation remains a core strength, reflecting 
long-standing donor confidence in its mandate to 
serve multiple conventions and deliver global envi-
ronmental benefits. Successive replenishments have 
secured stable contributions that have enabled the 
GEF to maintain its catalytic role in supporting global 
environmental action. However, the donor base has 
narrowed over recent cycles, with emerging and 
middle-income countries reducing their participation, 
and contributions becoming increasingly concentrated 
among a small number of donors. This concentration 
heightens exposure to financial and geopolitical risks. 
Despite record nominal funding secured for GEF‑8, 
real‑term resources have declined compared to GEF‑5, 
although they remain higher than in GEF‑6 and GEF‑7. 
This erosion in purchasing power constrains the GEF’s 
ability to meet rising global environmental demands. 
At the same time, the GEF has yet to fully leverage new 
sources of capital, such as philanthropic contributions 
and private finance, leaving significant opportunities 
for financial diversification untapped.

Cofinancing remains central to the GEF model 
and has consistently exceeded corporate targets, 
demonstrating its catalytic effect in mobilizing 
additional resources; nevertheless, the quality and 
durability of cofinancing vary widely. Much of the 
reported cofinancing is derived from public sector 
budgets and linked to short-term project timelines, 
rather than representing sustained commitments. 
Private sector participation is still limited, and contri-
butions often take the form of in-kind support rather 
than significant financial investments, reducing their 
transformational potential. The GEF’s flexible defini-
tion of cofinancing, which includes parallel financing 
and noncash contributions, has broadened participa-
tion but also raised questions about comparability and 
credibility, as these different types of contributions 
are not always equivalent or consistently reported. 
Realization rates are particularly low for loan-based 
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cofinancing—55  percent of which goes unreal-
ized—and for projects in LDCs and SIDS. In addition, 
verification of actual contributions is challenging due 
to incomplete documentation and difficulty tracking 
in-kind resources.

NGIs, designed to mobilize private capital and 
share risk have demonstrated potential, but remain 
underutilized relative to their potential because 
of several structural barriers. These barriers include 
weak financial markets and regulatory environments in 
many recipient countries, which constrain their ability 
to mobilize private capital at scale and limit their con-
tribution to the GEF’s catalytic mandate. Additional 
challenges include the complexity of structuring finan-
cial products under current GEF procedures, uneven 
Agency capacity for financial innovation, and the lack 
of robust risk-sharing mechanisms. Addressing these 
constraints—including revisiting the NGI operational 
cap and strengthening financial structuring capacity—
will be critical for scaling private sector engagement 
and diversifying financing for environmentally sustain-
able solutions.

The STAR, introduced in 2010, provides coun-
tries with a transparent, equitable, and predictable 
source of GEF funding. It covers biodiversity, climate 
change, and land degradation, while other focal areas 
and special initiatives—such as chemicals and waste, 
international waters, the LDCF, and the SCCF oper-
ate outside its scope. GEF‑8 strengthened national 
ownership by allowing countries full flexibility to real-
locate STAR funds across focal areas based on their 
priorities, supporting strategic and long‑term planning. 
Although the STAR remains a predictable source of 
funding, STAR country allocations for GEF-8 accounted 
for 46 percent of total programmable resources for the 
period, compared to 53 percent in GEF-6; this reflects 
a drop in resources for the climate change focal area 
and an increase in resources for set-asides. 

SYSTEMS FOR RESULTS AND 
KNOWLEDGE

CONCLUSION 11: The GEF’s systems for results, 
knowledge, and learning have shown meaningful 
improvements. However, to support adaptive man-
agement, innovation, scaling, and transformation, 
these systems require deeper integration into core 
project functions, improved feedback loops, and sus-
tained institutional commitment and resourcing. The 
GEF has strengthened its results-based management 
framework by expanding tracking tools and refining its 
corporate results system to better capture global envi-
ronmental outcomes. Indicators are better harmonized 
across Agencies, aligned with environmental conven-
tions, and tailored for integrated programming. These 
enhancements bolster the GEF’s ability to monitor bio-
physical results such as greenhouse gas reductions, 
land restoration, biodiversity gains, and pollutants 
control.

However, the results-based management system 
remains heavily oriented toward outputs and 
near-term environmental outcomes. It has limited 
capacity to track deeper transformational changes 
including institutional strengthening, policy align-
ment, behavior shifts, and program sustainability. 
Reporting on socioeconomic co‑benefits and inclusion 
outcomes remains inconsistent, making it difficult to 
assess broader development impacts. Weak feedback 
loops hinder the timely translation of data into adap-
tive decision-making and program refinement.

Knowledge efforts continue to grow, offering scope 
to overcome fragmentation and timing gaps. Knowl-
edge management has advanced through targeted 
coordination platforms under integrated programs 
and thematic initiatives that produce technical guid-
ance and foster exchanges within specific focal areas. 
Yet knowledge remains fragmented even within a pro-
gram and is often confined to individual projects or 
Agencies. Timing mismatches—when global knowl-
edge production does not align with country-level 
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implementation—reduce practical value. Lessons from 
innovations such as blended finance initiatives, pri-
vate sector engagement, and integrated programs 
are captured in evaluations but not consistently con-
verted into operational tools or shared across programs 
and geographies. Notably, there is no centralized 
repository for knowledge generated across the inte-
grated and impact programs despite knowledge being 
claimed as the core element of integrated program-
ming value addition.

The GEF has strengthened its results and knowledge 
systems, but institutional learning from challenges 
and failures is not yet fully systematized. While 
valuable insights on stakeholder engagement, finan-
cial design, and risk treatment are generated, they 
often remain confined to individual projects. Building 
on existing progress, the GEF should enhance feed-
back loops, create incentives for learning from failures, 
ensure structured uptake of evaluation findings, and 
translate lessons into practical guidance for both proj-
ect and policy design, moving toward a culture of 
continuous learning and improvement to support cat-
alytic change.

12.2	 RECOMMENDATIONS
Building on the above conclusions, the following rec-
ommendations outline actions to strengthen the GEF’s 
programming approach and enhance its processes and 
institutional framework to deliver greater impact and 
transformational change in GEF‑9 and beyond. 

Programming

RECOMMENDATION 1: Strengthen the trans-
formational impact of integrated programming, 
focusing on strategic selectivity and consolidation. 
Integrated programs should be streamlined to fewer 
but deeper rather than broader, all-encompassing ini-
tiatives. They should be built around robust theories 

of change, explicit scaling pathways, and strong 
knowledge and learning platforms, with a central-
ized repository for knowledge and lessons. This focus 
will provide the clarity and depth needed to address 
systemic drivers of environmental degradation and 
deliver impact at scale, including in complex areas 
such as food systems and sustainable urban develop-
ment. Implementation must also address challenges 
observed in current programs, including compressed 
design timelines, uneven coordination between global 
platforms and country-level child projects, and limited 
opportunities for inclusive stakeholder engagement 
during preparation. Clear roles and responsibilities 
across Agencies and countries, realistic timelines that 
prioritize depth over breadth, and mechanisms that 
link global knowledge support directly to in-country 
implementation are essential. Programs should be 
structured from the outset to attract cofinancing and 
private sector investment, aligning financial innova-
tion and policy reforms with programmatic goals to 
deliver scalable solutions that endure well beyond 
GEF funding. There is a distinct need for a clear exit 
strategy in the individual integrated programs, includ-
ing well-defined criteria and guidance for determining 
whether and when integrated programs should con-
tinue or be phased out.

RECOMMENDATION 2: Embed sustain-
ability and financing arrangements at design 
to secure long-term outcomes. The GEF should 
require relevant projects to include sustainability 
and financing arrangements at the design stage. Early 
engagement with relevant ministries and technical 
agencies is essential to integrate environmental pri-
orities into national budgets and financial systems, 
ensuring results are anchored in long-term country 
commitments. Greater attention should be given to 
institutional sustainability, including strong linkages 
with in-country institutions and stakeholders—notably 
local governments, the private sector, and civil society 
organizations—that can uphold and scale outcomes 
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over time. Stronger linkages to complementary financ-
ing sources—such as the Green Climate Fund, the 
Adaptation Fund, and domestic revenue streams—
could enable continuity and scaling beyond GEF 
funding. Tracking outcomes in select projects beyond 
closure will generate useful feedback to strengthen 
future programming and reinforce lasting impact.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Pursue higher‑risk, 
high‑reward innovation with appropriate safeguards 
and incentives, aligned with the GEF’s risk appetite 
framework. To achieve transformational change, the 
GEF should, where possible, actively prioritize inno-
vations that carry higher risk, but have the potential to 
deliver breakthrough environmental solutions. This 
requires giving Agencies clear guidance to manage risk 
appropriately, deploying risk-sharing mechanisms, and 
enabling engagement in frontier markets and disrup-
tive approaches such as advanced digital tools, artificial 
intelligence applications, and nature-based solutions. 
Innovation must be explicit and deliberate, with clear 
pathways for scaling, stronger integration of theories of 
change into adaptive management, and robust systems 
for monitoring and real-time learning. Embedding risk 
and innovation metrics into results frameworks and 
institutionalizing knowledge exchange will ensure les-
sons are captured, successful models are replicated, 
and innovative solutions achieve system-wide impact.

RECOMMENDATION 4: Unlock private sector 
potential and expand the use of NGIs to deliver scal-
able change. Private sector engagement should be 
strengthened by embedding it more systematically 
across GEF programming. This includes expanding 
partnerships with agribusiness, financial institutions, 
and small and medium enterprises; aligning project 
design with private sector incentives; and fostering 
enabling conditions—such as policy reform, standards, 
and institutional frameworks—that encourage invest-
ment and behavioral change.

Expand the use of NGIs to mobilize private capi-
tal and share risk, particularly in sectors requiring 
larger-scale and more innovative financing. Coun-
tries and Agencies need enhanced capacity to design 
blended finance solutions, with incentives to inte-
grate private sector approaches across all focal areas. 
The GEF should capitalize on Agency strengths, lever-
aging multilateral development banks’ investment and 
risk‑sharing capacity alongside the technical exper-
tise and policy support of United Nations Agencies 
and others. Despite growing demand, the share of 
NGIs in the GEF portfolio remains small due to limited 
resources allocated to the window, and countries are 
hesitant to use the STAR allocations. The GEF should 
seek to improve countries’ understanding of NGIs 
and can enhance conditions for their use. Removing 
constraints such as the cap on NGIs can enable larger, 
transformative investments that can attract institu-
tional and commercial finance in collaboration with 
multilateral development banks, and must be carefully 
balanced to avoid crowding out smaller, innovative 
NGI initiatives.

Processes

RECOMMENDATION 5: Streamline processes 
and improve efficiency across the GEF family of 
funds, where possible, to reduce application com-
plexity and support countries, particularly those 
with limited capacity. Aligning operational processes 
across all GEF-managed trust funds and funding win-
dows, to the extent feasible, could simplify access and 
ease the administrative burden on countries and Agen-
cies. Project approval timelines should be accelerated 
through simplified review layers; a clear division of 
roles between the Secretariat, the GEF Agencies, and 
the STAP; and time‑bound steps for each stage of the 
cycle. Simplified procedures for integrated programs 
can avoid delays from complex coordination arrange-
ments. Strengthening readiness requirements at Chief 
Executive Officer endorsement, expanding the use 
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of digital tools for project development and monitor-
ing, and systematically tracking cycle performance will 
further improve responsiveness. Regular benchmark-
ing against peer funds will help maintain the GEF’s 
comparative advantage while ensuring countries can 
efficiently access and implement resources across all 
GEF funds.

Institutional framework

RECOMMENDATION 6: Take decisive steps to 
address structural challenges within the GEF part-
nership and create an inclusive, transparent, and 
impactful country engagement process. This requires 
clarifying the dual role of Agencies as both implement-
ing and executing entities when present, supported by 
transparent mechanisms to manage potential conflicts 
of interest and strengthen trust. Greater collaboration 
should be incentivized by leveraging Agencies’ com-
parative strengths, reducing duplication of effort, and 
enhancing the overall efficiency of resource use.

Institutionalize country engagement through early 
and inclusive dialogues that involve both environ-
mental and nonenvironmental ministries as well as 
civil society and the private sector. Strengthening 
the capacity of operational focal points will be criti-
cal to coordinating effectively across ministries and 
with other environmental funds, ensuring alignment 
with national priorities. At the same time, the GEF 
should adopt a unified external partnership strategy 
that brings together other global environmental funds, 
philanthropy, and financial institutions, while creating 
knowledge platforms to facilitate peer learning, rep-
lication of successful approaches, and the diffusion of 
innovative solutions.

RECOMMENDATION 7: To improve transpar-
ency and inclusivity in national planning processes, 
the GEF should encourage its Agencies to share 
their country-specific priorities and competencies. 

This should be done early in the replenishment cycle 
to inform upstream technical planning with opera-
tional focal points and shared as part of the Country 
Engagement Strategy, as appropriate, to ensure that 
these processes and approaches are openly shared 
with all stakeholders. Countries and Agencies should 
be asked to collaboratively produce a concise outcome 
document summarizing priorities and agreed-upon 
actions following the completion of the national GEF 
portfolio planning process. Together, these measures 
will strengthen partnerships, reduce fragmentation 
and concentration, enhance country ownership, and 
improve the environmental and development impact 
of GEF programming.

RECOMMENDATION 8: Strengthen financial 
sustainability and reduce reliance on a limited group 
of donors by improving cofinancing practices and 
building on current efforts to diversify the funding 
base. Cofinancing targets should be recalibrated with 
differentiated, realistic expectations based on country 
income levels, project types, and financing conditions. 
These targets must be supported by standardized defi-
nitions of financial, in‑kind, and parallel contributions, 
as well as independent verification mechanisms by 
Agencies at midterm and completion. Transparency 
is essential, with disaggregated data on cofinancing 
commitments and realization published regularly. Per-
formance assessments should be focused on realized, 
high‑quality leverage rather than pledged amounts.

To secure long‑term funding stability, the GEF should 
adopt a strategic resource mobilization plan that incor-
porates efforts to broaden the sovereign donor base, 
engages former contributors, and extends outreach to 
underrepresented regions. The plan should also estab-
lish a structured framework to engage philanthropic 
foundations, corporations, and other nonsovereign 
contributors, drawing on proven approaches from 
leading global funds. In parallel, the GEF should 
explore engagement with regional and global groups 
with a strong environmental focus, such as the G20, 
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which has already issued recommendations directed 
to the GEF and whose members are all GEF partners. 
Together, these actions would reduce concentration 
risk, broaden the GEF’s financial base, and enhance its 
ability to respond to escalating global environmental 
challenges.

RECOMMENDATION 9: Integrate knowl-
edge, results, and learning systems into a 
coherent platform that drives adaptive manage-
ment and innovation across the GEF partnership. 
This requires establishing a unified knowledge plat-
form accessible to Agencies, countries, civil society, 
and partners and focused on capturing and sharing les-
sons from integrated programs, innovative approaches, 
and private sector engagement. Indicators and evalu-
ation tools must be strengthened to measure systemic 
change, behavior shifts, and resilience outcomes, 
moving beyond output-based reporting. Expanding 
training and peer learning will ensure that evidence 
and best practices directly inform project and pro-
gram design, while institutionalized mechanisms for 
learning from both successful and failed projects will 
embed continuous improvement and innovation into 
all aspects of GEF programming.

***
The coming decade will determine whether the world 
can reverse accelerating climate change, biodiversity 
loss, land degradation, chemical pollution, and ocean 
decline, and the GEF is uniquely positioned to cat-
alyze the integrated, systemic, and transformational 

change this moment demands. The evidence from 
OPS8 shows that the GEF’s mandate, experience, and 
partnership model provide an unparalleled foundation 
for scaling impact, aligning global commitments with 
country-led solutions, and leveraging diverse sources 
of finance and knowledge. To realize its full poten-
tial, GEF‑9 must be selective and strategic in choosing 
what, where, and how it invests; focus on designing 
solutions that are sustainable from the outset; and 
embed pathways for scaling into every program. This 
requires sharpening the focus of integrated program-
ming, embedding innovation and risk-taking in line 
with the GEF’s risk appetite, expanding and diversify-
ing its financing base, strengthening partnerships and 
country engagement, and aligning results and learning 
systems to drive adaptive management. 

By pursuing greater selectivity and strengthening inte-
gration for impact, the GEF can optimize resource 
allocation, enhance effectiveness, and deliver sus-
tained global environmental benefits while supporting 
resilient and sustainable development pathways.
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annex b

Independent 
Advisory Panel 

statement

A ll members of the Panel endorse the IEO’s 
positive and wide-ranging evaluation of the 
GEF’s achievements. We also support the 

report’s sense of urgency as rationale for the GEF to not 
only lift performance beyond the success of individual 
projects towards broader system-wide impact but also 
to make choices that take the GEF beyond how it has 
operated in the past. 

The Independent Advisory Panel has been actively 
engaged throughout the evaluation. We provided 
feedback on the draft approach paper, the draft brief-
ing, and the draft final report, and reviewed in detail 
many of the 34 evaluations on which the comprehen-
sive evaluation is based. 

These are critical times. The gap between the worsen-
ing state of the global environment and policy actions 
by countries individually and as a group is widening. So 
is the gulf between financing needs for environmental 
protection and the resources that are being made avail-
able. This state of play obliges countries and the global 
community to go beyond incremental efforts and seek 
far-reaching, transformational impact from investment 
and policy action. Now is the time to look beyond 
“business as usual.”

It is fortuitous that the GEF is uniquely positioned for 
this with its track record of both capability and commit-
ment to its mandate and its unique business model of 
operating with and across a complementary group of 
Agencies.

The report’s conclusions and recommendations point 
the way forward. It confirms the very solid project out-
comes profile of the portfolio. And it notes the GEF’s 
experience that success depends on selecting projects 
that are well designed and thus come with a high likeli-
hood of good performance and longevity of outcomes, 
as much as on fostering deep country engagement 
and institutional ownership. These and other indica-
tors of success—notably the strength of the partners’ 
commitment to cofinancing—are well highlighted 
and can now be used by the GEF in considering new 
approaches to selectivity and scale.

The report includes compelling examples of proj-
ects that have managed to achieve significant reach 
and scale. We noted in particular efforts that involved 
a mix of local and external partners—including the 
private sector—which have been able to crowd-in 
investment, innovation, and knowledge and learning. 
We also noted the role that knowledge and learn-
ing have played in creating catalytic and multiplier 
effects, backed by adequate staffing and financing, 
thus achieving continuity in the environmental, finan-
cial, and institutional shifts created.

Pursuing greater leverage and impact will involve diffi-
cult choices and trade-offs. 

The GEF’s agenda is more relevant today than 
ever. In today’s challenging global conditions, ade-
quate resourcing of the GEF is needed to deliver a 
high-impact agenda that goes beyond individual proj-
ects. This will not be easy. Even though the social 
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benefit of acting with urgency far outweighs the 
financial cost of acting, the dominance of short-term 
financial calculus holds back the adequate deliv-
ery of environmentally and socially critical programs. 
OPS8 confirms, in our view, that with strong funding 
and engagement from its global constituency and its 

country and external collaborators, the GEF can make a 
decisive difference. 

— Patricia Rogers, Stefan Schwager, Vinod Thomas, 
Hasan Tuluy, and Monika Weber-Fahr
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annex c

Projects cited 

GEF ID Title GEF Agency Country

1692 Global Programme to Demonstrate the Viability and Removal of 
Barriers that Impede Adoption and Successful Implementation 
of Available, Non-Combustion Technologies for Destroying 
Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs)

UNDP, UNIDO Slovak Republic

2329 Global Programme to Demonstrate the Viability and Removal of 
Barriers that Impede Adoption and Successful Implementation 
of Available, Non-Combustion Technologies for Destroying 
Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs)

UNIDO Philippines

2554 Energy Efficiency Codes in Residential Buildings and Energy 
Efficiency Improvement in Commercial and Hospital Buildings in 
Morocco

UNDP Morocco

2690 SFM Improving the Conservation of Biodiversity in Atlantic Forest 
of Eastern Paraguay

WB Paraguay

2826 Uruguay Wind Energy Programme (UWEP) UNDP Uruguay

2926 Environmentally Sound Management and Disposal of Obsolete 
Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) Pesticides and Other POPs 
Wastes 

UNIDO China

3279 Citarum Watershed Management and Biodiversity Conservation 
Project

ADB Indonesia

3376 Private Public Sector Partnership on Capacity Building for 
Sustainable Land Management in the Shire River Basin

UNDP Malawi

3404 Promoting Climate-Resilient Water Management and Agricultural 
Practices

UNDP Cambodia

3608 PRC-GEF Partnership: Sustainable Development in Poor Rural 
Areas

WB China

3690 Protection and Sustainable Use of the Dinaric Karst Aquifer 
System

UNDP Regional

3936 Mainstreaming Coastal and Marine Biodiversity Conservation 
into Production Sectors in the Godavari River Estuary in Andhra 
Pradesh State

UNDP India

3941 Mainstreaming Coastal and Marine Biodiversity Conservation into 
Production Sectors in the Malvan Coast, Maharashtra State

UNDP India

4111 Institutional and Policy Strengthening to Increase Biodiversity 
Conservation on Production Lands (PL)

UNDP Colombia

4257 The GEF Earth Fund: IFC Earth Fund Platform WB/IFC Global
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GEF ID Title GEF Agency Country

4261 Integrating Climate Change Risks into Water and Flood 
Management by Vulnerable Mountainous Communities in the 
Greater Caucasus Region of Azerbaijan 

UNDP Azerbaijan

4340 Strategic Planning and Action to Strengthen Climate Resilience of 
Rural Communities in Nusa Tenggara Timor Province 

UNDP Indonesia

4343 Implementation of the Yellow Sea Large Marine Ecosystem 
Strategic Action Programme for Adaptive Ecosystem-Based 
Management

UNDP Regional

4345 Renewable Energy for Rural Livelihood UNDP Nepal

4386 Environmentally Sound Management and Final Disposal of 
Polychlorinated Biphenyls (PCBs)

UNIDO Ukraine

4392 Protect Human Health and the Environment from Unintentional 
Releases of Persistent Organic Pollutants Originating from 
Incineration and Open Burning of Health Care and Electronic 
Waste

UNDP Egypt, Arab Rep.

4464 Integrating Traditional Crop Genetic Diversity into Technology 
Using a BD Portfolio Approach to Buffer Against Unpredictable 
Environmental Change in the Nepal Himalayas

UNEP Nepal

4489 A Transboundary Waters Assessment Programme: Aquifers, Lake/
Reservoir Basins, River Basins, Large Marine Ecosystems, and 
Open Ocean to Catalyze Sound Environmental Management

UNEP Global

4515 Southeastern Europe and Caucasus Catastrophe Risk Insurance 
Facility

WB Regional

4551 Community Based Flood and Glacial Lake Outburst Risk 
Reduction

UNDP Nepal

4554 Effective Governance for Small-Scale Rural Infrastructure and 
Disaster Preparedness in a Changing Climate 

UNDP Lao PDR

4600 Reducing Pressures on Natural Resources from Competing Land 
Use in Non-irrigated Arid Mountain, Semi-desert and Desert 
Landscapes

UNDP Uzbekistan

4626 Geothermal Power Generation Program WB Djibouti

4645 Hwange-Sanyati Biological Corridor Project WB Zimbabwe

4746 Implementation of Global and Regional Oceanic Fisheries 
Conventions and Related Instruments in the Pacific Small Island 
Developing States 

UNDP, FAO Regional

4766 Implementation of Eco-Industrial Park Initiative for Sustainable 
Industrial Zones in Viet Nam 

UNIDO Viet Nam

4797 Climate Proofing Local Development Gains in Rural and Urban 
Areas of Machinga and Mangochi Districts 

UNDP Malawi

4801 Promotion of Non-fired Brick Production and Utilization UNDP Viet Nam

4841 Strengthening the Effectiveness of the National Protected Area 
System by Including a Landscape Approach to Management

UNDP Uruguay

4888 Environmentally Sound Management of Municipal and 
Hazardous Solid Waste to Reduce Emission of Unintentional 
Persistent Organic Pollutants

UNIDO Senegal

4918 Partial Risk Sharing Facility for Energy Efficiency WB India

4959 IDB-PPP MIF Public-Private Partnership Program IDB Regional
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GEF ID Title GEF Agency Country

4993 Strengthening Climate Information and Early Warning Systems in 
Africa to Support Climate Resilient Development and Adaptation 
to Climate Change

UNDP Uganda

4994 Strengthening Climate Information and Early Warning Systems 
in Malawi to Support Climate Resilient Development and 
Adaptation to Climate Change

UNDP Malawi

4998 Environmental Sound Life-Cycle Management of Mercury 
Containing Products and their Wastes

UNDP Uruguay

5034 Enhancing the Forest Nature Reserves Network for Biodiversity 
Conservation in Tanzania

UNDP Tanzania

5143 South Eastern Mediterranean EE/ESCO Markets Platform EBRD Regional

5147 Enhancing Resilience of Agricultural Sector in Georgia IFAD Georgia

5204 Building Resilience to Climate Change in the Water and Sanitation 
Sector

AfDB Uganda

5220 Sustainable Land Management Project 2 WB Ethiopia

5271 Global Sustainable Supply Chains for Marine Commodities UNDP Costa Rica, Ecuador, 
Indonesia, the Philippines

5272 Scaling up Sustainable Land Management and Biodiversity 
Conservation to Reduce Environmental Degradation in Small 
Scale Agriculture in Western Kenya

UNEP Kenya

5297 Promoting Access to Clean Energy Services in St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines

UNDP St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines

5310 Enabling Transboundary Cooperation and Integrated Water 
Resources Management in Chu and Talas River Basins 

UNDP Regional

5318 Strengthening Climate Information and Early Warning Systems 
in Cambodia to Support Climate Resilient Development and 
Adaptation to Climate Change

UNDP Cambodia

5362 Obsolete Pesticides Management Project WB Côte d’Ivoire

5376 Enhancing the Resilience of the Agricultural Ecosystems IFAD Chad

5393 Sustainable Management of Highly Migratory Fish Stocks in the 
West Pacific and East Asian Seas

UNDP Regional

5395 R2R: Pacific Islands Ridge-to-Reef National Priorities – Integrated 
Water, Land, Forest and Coastal Management to Preserve 
Biodiversity, Ecosystem Services, Store Carbon, Improve Climate 
Resilience and Sustain Livelihoods

UNDP, FAO, 
UNEP

Regional

5398 Implementing a “Ridge to Reef” Approach to Preserve Ecosystem 
Services, Sequester Carbon, Improve Climate Resilience and 
Sustain Livelihoods in Fiji (Fiji R2R)

WB Fiji

5404 R2R: Testing the Integration of Water, Land, Forest & Coastal 
Management to Preserve Ecosystem Services, Store Carbon, 
Improve Climate Resilience and Sustain Livelihoods in Pacific 
Island Countries

WB Regional

5407 Disposal of Obsolete Pesticides including Persistent Organic 
Pollutants, Promotion of Alternatives and Strengthening 
Pesticides Management in the Caribbean

FAO Regional

5508 Transforming the Global Maritime Transport Industry Towards a 
Low Carbon Future Through Improved Energy Efficiency

UNDP Global

5556 West Balkans Drina River Basin Management WB Regional
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5558 Development and Implementation of a Sustainable Management 
Mechanism for Persistent Organic Pollutants in the Caribbean

UNIDO Regional

5560 Forest Conservation and Sustainability in the Heart of the 
Colombian Amazon

WB Colombia

5667 Climate Change Adaptation in the Eastern Caribbean Fisheries 
Sector

FAO Regional

5668 Innovative Use of a Voluntary Payment for Environmental Services 
Scheme to Avoid and Reduce GHG Emissions and Enhance 
Carbon Stocks in the Highly Threatened Dry Chaco Forest 
Complex in Western Paraguay

CI Paraguay

5671 Building Shoreline Resilience of Timor-Leste to Protect Local 
Communities and Their Livelihoods 

UNDP Timor-Leste

5677 Rehabilitation of Degraded Agricultural Lands in Kandy, Badulla 
and Nuwara Eliya Districts in the Central Highlands

FAO Sri Lanka

5701 Reducing Environmental and Health Risks to Vulnerable 
Communities from Lead Contamination from Lead Paint and 
Recycling of Used Lead Acid Batteries 

UNDP Regional

5723 West Balkans Drina River Basin Management Project WB Regional

5765 Integrated Transboundary Ridges-to-Reef Management of the 
Mesoamerican Reef 

WWF-US Regional

5767 Implementation of SLM Practices to Address Land Degradation 
and Mitigate Effects of Drought

UNDP Philippines

5789 Using SLM to Improve the Integrity of the Makgadikgadi 
Ecosystem and to Secure the Livelihoods of Rangeland 
Dependent Communities 

UNDP Botswana

6945 Strengthening Capacities of Rural Aqueduct Associations to 
Address Climate Change Risks in Water Stressed Communities of 
Northern Costa Rica

UNDP Costa Rica

6960 Supporting Climate Resilient Livelihoods in Agricultural 
Communities in Drought-prone Areas 

UNDP Turkmenistan

6943 [[Nita: Move this one to go in numeric order by ID.]]Conservation 
and Sustainable Use of Globally Important Agro-biodiversity

UNDP Azerbaijan

6962 Advancing IWRM Across the Kura River Basin through 
Implementation of the Transboundary Agreed Actions and 
National Plans

UNDP Regional

6991 Senegal National Adaptation Plan UNDP Senegal

8001 Community-based Climate Risks Management in Chad UNDP Chad

9047 Green Logistics Program EBRD Regional

9050 Building Resilience for Food Security and Nutrition in Chad’s Rural 
Communities

AfDB Chad

9071 Global Partnership on Wildlife Conservation and Crime 
Prevention for Sustainable Development

WB, ADB, WWF-
US, IUCN, UNEP, 
UNDP

Global

9132 Food-IAP: Reversing Land Degradation Trends and Increasing 
Food Security in Degraded Ecosystems of Semi-arid Areas of 
Central Tanzania

IFAD Tanzania

9134 Food-IAP: Agricultural Value Chains Resilience Support Project IFAD, UNIDO Senegal
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GEF ID Title GEF Agency Country

9135 Food-IAP: Integrated Landscape Management to Enhance Food 
Security and Ecosystem Resilience

UNDP Ethiopia

9136 Niger: Food-IAP: Family Farming Development Programme IFAD Niger

9139 Food-IAP: Establishment of the Establishment of the Upper Tana 
Nairobi Water Fund

IFAD Kenya

9140 Food-IAP: Cross Cutting Capacity Building, Knowledge Services 
and Coordination Project for the Food Security Integrated 
Approach Pilot Program

IFAD Regional

9141 GEF-IAP: Participatory Natural Resource Management and 
Rural Development Project in the North, Centre-North and East 
Regions

IFAD Burkina Faso

9143 Food-IAP: Integrated Landscape Management to Enhance Food 
Security and Ecosystem Resilience in Nigeria

UNDP Nigeria

9147 Sustainable Cities Development in Malaysia UNIDO Malaysia

9153 Climate-smart Livestock Production and Land Restoration in the 
Uruguayan Rangelands 

FAO Uruguay

9154 Managing the Human-Wildlife Interface to Sustain the Flow of 
Agro‑Ecosystem Services and Prevent Illegal Wildlife Trafficking 
in the Kgalagadi and Ghanzi Drylands 

UNDP Botswana

9163 Enabling the use of Global Data Sources to assess and Monitor 
Land Degradation at Multiple Scales

CI Global

9178 Food-IAP: Support for Sustainable Food Production and 
Enhancement of Food Security and Climate Resilience in 
Burundi’s Highlands

FAO Burundi

9180 Reducing Deforestation from Commodity Production UNDP Global

9182 Commodities-IAP: Generating Responsible Demand for 
Reduced-Deforestation Commodities

WWF-US, UNDP Global

9194 Strengthening Adaptative Capacities to Climate Change through 
Capacity Building for Small Scale Enterprises and Communities 
Dependent on Coastal Fisheries in The Gambia

UNIDO The Gambia

9199 Enhancing Sustainability and Climate Resilience of Forest and 
Agricultural Landscape and Community Livelihoods

UNDP Bhutan

9212 Wildlife and Human-Elephant Conflicts Management WB Regional

9223 GEF China Sustainable Cities Integrated Approach Pilot WB China

9232 Sustainable Management of Peatland Ecosystems in Mekong 
Countries 

IUCN Regional

9272 Amazon Sustainable Landscapes Program WB, UNDP, 
WWF-US

Regional

9323 Cities-IAP: Sustainable Cities, Integrated Approach Pilot in India UNIDO India

9340 Food-IAP: Sustainable Land and Water Management Project, 
Second Additional Financing

WB Ghana

9342 Climate Smart Urban Development Challenge UNDP Serbia

9354 Public Lighting Energy Efficiency Program: Public lighting 
replacement of low-efficiency VSAP bulbs with high-efficiency 
LEDs in Colombia 

IDB Colombia

9367 Bhutan Sustainable Low-emission Urban Transport Systems UNDP Bhutan
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GEF ID Title GEF Agency Country

9379 Application of Green Chemistry in Vietnam to Support Green 
Growth and Reduction in the Use and Release of Persistent 
Organic Pollutants/Harmful Chemicals

UNDP Viet Nam

9416 Conserving Biodiversity through Sustainable Management in 
Production Landscapes in Costa Rica 

UNDP Costa Rica

9417 Restoring Ecological Corridors in the Mayo-Kebbi Quest, Chad, to 
Support Multiple Land and Forests Benefits (RECONNECT)

IUCN Chad

9431 A Ridge-to-Reef Approach for the Integrated Management of 
Marine, Coastal and Terrestrial Ecosystems in the Seychelles 

UNDP Seychelles

9437 Integrated Landscape Management to Secure Nepal’s Protected 
Areas and Critical Corridors

WWF-US Nepal

9445 Conservation and Sustainable Use of Biological Diversity in 
Priority Landscapes of Oaxaca and Chiapas

CI Mexico

9451 Caribbean Regional Oceanscape Project WB Regional

9525 Strengthening Institutions, Information Management, and 
Monitoring to Reduce the Rate of Illegal Wildlife Trade in South 
Africa

UNEP South Africa

9529 Strengthening Partnerships to Protect Endangered Wildlife in 
Viet Nam

WB Viet Nam

9555 Sustainable Productive Landscapes WB Mexico

9567 Renewable Energy for the City of Marrackech’s Bus Rapid Transit 
System

UNDP Morocco

9593 Management of Competing Water Uses and Associated 
Ecosystems in Pungwe, Busi and Save Basins

IUCN Regional

9602 Global Opportunities for Long-term Development of ASGM 
Sector - GEF GOLD

UNEP, UNDP, 
UNIDO, CI

Global

9617 Taking Deforestation Out of the Soy Supply Chain UNDP Brazil

9707 Integrated Sound Management of Mercury in Indonesia’s 
Artisanal and Small-scale Gold Mining

UNDP Indonesia

9719 Piloting Innovative Investments for Sustainable Landscapes UNEP Global

9741 Developing a Comprehensive Framework for Practical 
Implementation of the Nagoya Protocol

UNDP Cambodia

9814 Strengthening the Capacity of Institutions in Uganda to Comply 
with the Transparency Requirements of the Paris Agreement

CI Uganda

9889 Mainstreaming Biodiversity Conservation through Low-Impact 
Ecotourism in SINAP II

IDB Panama

10054 Promoting Climate-smart Livestock Management in the 
Dominican Republic

FAO Dominican Republic

10141 Circular Economy Approaches for the Electronics Sector in 
Nigeria

UNEP Nigeria

10182 Integrated Transboundary River Basin Management for the 
Sustainable Development of the Limpopo River Basin

UNDP Regional

10185 Implementing Sustainable Low and Non-Chemical Development 
in SIDS (ISLANDS) 

UNEP Global

10201 Food, Land Use, and Restoration Impact Program WB, FAO, UNEP, 
UNIDO, WWF-
US, IFAD, UNDP

Global
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GEF ID Title GEF Agency Country

10230 Strengthening Land Degradation Neutrality data and decision-
making through free and open access platforms

CI Global

10243 Preventing forest loss, promoting restoration and integrating 
sustainability into Ethiopia’s coffee supply chains and food 
systems

UNDP Ethiopia

10247 Scaling up Cocoa-based Food Systems, Land Use and Restoration 
/ Transformative Innovations in Côte d’Ivoire (SCOLUR-CI)

FAO, UNIDO, 
UNDP

Côte d’Ivoire

10262 Food Systems, Land Use and Restoration in Tanzania’s Forest 
Landscapes

WWF-US Tanzania

10268 Inclusive Sustainable Rice Landscapes in Thailand UNEP Thailand

10282 Tashkent - Accelerating Investments in Low Emission Vehicles UNDP Uzbekistan

10306 FOLUR Global Knowledge to Action Platform to Support 
Transformational Shifts In Food and Land Use Systems

WB Global

10307 Deforestation Free Commodity Supply Chains in the Peruvian 
Amazon

UNDP Peru

10312 Community-based Climate-responsive Livelihoods and Forestry 
(CCLF)

UNDP Afghanistan

10322 Food Securities Fund: A fund to finance sustainable supply chains 
at scale in Emerging Markets

CI Global

10330 Wildlife Conservation Bond WB South Africa

10336 Agtech for inclusion and sustainability: SP Ventures Regional Fund 
(Agventures II)

IDB Regional

10348 Landscape Restoration and Ecosystem Management for 
Sustainable Food Systems

WB Ghana

10435 Adaptation Accelerator Program: Building Climate Resilience 
through Enterprise Acceleration

CI Regional

10438 UAVs/drones for Equitable Climate Change Adaptation: 
Participatory Risk Management through Landslide and Debris 
Flow Monitoring in Mocoa, Colombia

CAF Colombia

10461 Global Cleantech Innovation Program to support countries to 
accelerate the uptake and investment in cleantech innovations

UNIDO Global

10551 The deployment of EarthRanger, a data visualization and 
analysis software to strengthen Protected Area Management 
Effectiveness in Africa’s National Parks

CI Regional

10563 Blueing the Black Sea WB Regional

10569 Global Opportunities for Long-term Development of artisanal 
and small-scale gold mining (ASGM) Sector Plus - GEF GOLD +

CI, UNEP, 
UNIDO, UNDP

Global

10620 Strengthening the stewardship of an economically and 
biologically significant high seas area – the Sargasso Sea

UNDP Global

10700 Implementation of the Strategic Action Programmes and 
the National Strategic Action Plans for the Integrated Water 
Resources Management in the Puyango-Tumbes, Catamayo-Chira 
and Zarumilla Transboundary Aquifers and River Basins

UNDP Regional

10755 Establishing the Taskforce on Nature-related Financial Disclosures WWF-US Global

10768 Resilient Urban Sierra Leone Project WB Sierra Leone

10780 Enhancing Biodiversity Considerations and Effective Protected 
Area Management to Safeguard the Cook Islands Integrated 
Ecosystems and Species

UNDP Cook Islands
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10852 Green Finance and Sustainable Agriculture in the Dry Forest 
Ecoregion of Ecuador and Peru 

CAF Regional

10919 Enhancing capacity for the adoption and implementation of EAF 
in the shrimp and groundfish fisheries of the North Brazil Shelf 
Large Marine Ecosystem

FAO Regional

10936 Accelerate implementation of dental amalgam provisions and 
strengthen country capacities in the environmental sound 
management of associated wastes under the Minamata 
Convention

UNEP Senegal, Thailand, Uruguay, 
Global

11049 Circular and POPs-free Plastics in Africa UNEP Regional

11130 Enabling Large-Scale Ecosystem Restoration in Haiti through 
the Piloting and Implementation of Payments for Environmental 
Services Schemes

UNEP Haiti

11133 Northern Mozambique Rural Resilience Project WB Mozambique

11138 Restoration of the ecological corridors of Mayo-Kebbi, Tandjilé 
and Fitri in Chad, in support of multiple land and forest benefits 

IUCN Chad

11156 From Conflict to Coexistence: Safeguarding Wildlife Corridors in 
Mexico for Sustainable Development

WWF-US Mexico

11197 Circular Solutions to Plastic Pollution: Global Platform UNEP, WWF-US Global

11209 Strengthening Ecological Connectivity in Natural and Productive 
Landscapes Between the Amistad and Darien Biomes

UNDP Panama

11214 Food Systems Integrated Program FAO, IFAD, IUCN, 
UNDP, WB

Global

11302 First and Second Biennial Transparency Report and Fifth 
Communication National (1BTR + 5NC & 2BTR) 

UNDP Paraguay

11323 Indonesia Coral Reef Bond WB Indonesia

11324 Innovative Use of Financial Instruments for Biodiversity 
Conservation and Restoration in Latin America and the Caribbean

IDB Regional

11326 Decarbonization of Textile, Apparel & Footwear Suppliers 
(D-TAFS) Fund

WB Global

11418 Strengthening Adaptation through Institutional Building 
and Resilient Livelihoods in South Sudanese Agro-pastoral 
Landscapes (SABRELA)

IFAD South Sudan

11467 Greening Transportation Infrastructure Development WWF-US, UNEP, 
ADB

Global

11514 Rwanda Wildlife Conservation Bond Operation WB Rwanda

11757 SGP Civil Society Organization (CSO) Challenge Program IUCN Global

11761 GEF-8 Inclusive Conservation Initiative WWF-US Global

11834 Enhancing data and capacity development resources to support 
UNCCD country Parties in national reporting and targeting of 
efforts to achieve Land Degradation Neutrality

CI Global

11903 Global Microfinance Initiative for Locally Led Action WB Global 

Source: GEF Portal as of June 30, 2025.
Note: ADB = Asian Development Bank; AfDB = African Development Bank; CAF = Development Bank of Latin America and the Caribbean; 
CI = Conservation International; EBRD = European Bank for Reconstruction and Development; FAO = Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations; IDB = Inter-American Development Bank; IFAD = International Fund for Agricultural Development; IUCN = International 
Union for Conservation of Nature, UNDP = United Nations Development Programme; UNEP = United Nations Environment Programme; 
UNIDO = United Nations Industrial Development Organization; WB = World Bank; WWF-US = World Wildlife Fund–US.
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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 
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environment and socioeconomic development. We also collaborate with the 
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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

	OPS8_Main_Report_September_9_2025.pdf
	OPS8-main report v12

