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Foreword

In November 2008 the Global Environment Facility 
(GEF) Council asked the GEF Evaluation Office to 
perform an evaluation of the GEF Strategic Priority 
for Adaptation (SPA) pilot program. This evaluation 
was conducted fully and independently by the GEF 
Evaluation Office with support from the GEF Secre-
tariat, GEF Agencies, governments, and civil society 
organizations.

The evaluation’s purpose was to provide lessons and 
experiences from implementation of the first cli-
mate change adaptation strategy supported by the 
GEF and thereby assist the GEF Council in making 
further decisions on adaptation. It included several 
areas of assessment: 

zz Relevance of the strategy to the GEF mandate and 
focal areas, as well as to countries’ national sustain-
able development and adaptation agendas

zz Effectiveness of the proposed adaptation mea-
sures

zz Efficiency of project development and manage-
ment in implementing the strategy

zz Results of the strategy and projects thus far as 
well as their sustainability

The evaluation was carried out from January to Sep-
tember 2010 by a team from the GEF Evaluation 
Office accompanied by an independent consultant 
with experience in adaptation, the GEF focal areas, 
and evaluation. Twenty-six GEF projects under 
implementation were reviewed using a common 
project review protocol, and extensive interviews 

were completed with stakeholders at several stages of 
the evaluation process. In the field, two projects in 
Namibia were visited. The evaluation also included 
a comparative analysis with nine non-SPA GEF proj-
ects to assess how these projects addressed, or did 
not address, climate change and adaptation options. 
A consultation workshop took place in September 
2010 to present the preliminary findings of the evalu-
ation and receive feedback from key stakeholders on 
possible factual errors and analysis, as well as pos-
sible recommendations. 

The evaluation was presented at the GEF Council 
meeting in November 2010. Upon reviewing the 
document as well as the management response from 
the GEF Secretariat and GEF Agencies, the Council 
asked that the Secretariat continue to manage the 
implementation of the SPA portfolio and to ensure 
that mainstreaming resilience and adaptation in the 
GEF focal areas continues as a means of reducing the 
risks of climate change impacts to the GEF portfolio. 

The GEF Evaluation Office would like to thank all 
who collaborated with the evaluation: its staff and 
consultants, national coordinators, members of 
the national steering committees, and the staff 
from country offices. I would like to thank all those 
involved for their support and useful criticism.

Rob van den Berg
Director, Evaluation Office
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1.  Conclusions and Recommendations

As a precursor to operationalizing the cli-
mate funds created under the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC)—the Special Climate Change Fund 
(SCCF) and the Least Developed Countries Fund 
(LDCF)—the Global Environment Facility (GEF) 
was mandated to finance pilot projects that 
would demonstrate the practical and successful 
use of adaptation planning and assessment. To 
this end, the GEF established the Strategic Prior-
ity for Adaptation (SPA) in 2003, dedicating $50 
million under its Trust Fund to finance pilot and 
demonstration projects aimed at helping coun-
tries reduce vulnerability and increase adaptive 
capacity to the adverse effects of climate change 
in any or a combination of the GEF focal areas.

The SPA portfolio comprises 26 GEF projects 
and programs financed by $48.35 million in SPA 
funding, $79.28  million in GEF focal area sup-
port (for 12 projects), and $649.64  million in 
other cofinancing support, for a total portfolio 
value of $777.27 million. Within the SPA port-
folio, 17 are full-size projects and 9 are medium 
size. The three primary GEF Agencies—the 
World Bank, the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), and the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP)—are respon-
sible for implementing the majority of these 
projects. The Asian Development Bank (ADB), 

the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO), and the International 
Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) 
implement a total of four SPA projects, account-
ing for 16  percent of SPA funding. While all 
SPA funding was approved in GEF‑3 (2003–06), 
slightly more than half (about 57 percent) of the 
funding was committed in that replenishment 
period; the remainder (approximately $20.8 mil-
lion) was committed under GEF-4 (2006–10). 
The SPA reached its financial close at the end of 
GEF-4 in June 2010.

In 2008, the GEF Evaluation Office was asked 
to carry out an evaluation of the SPA; this was 
completed by mid-2010. The evaluation was 
aimed at providing lessons vital to the success of 
other adaptation funds, and for consideration by 
the GEF in tackling climate change adaptation in 
its other activities.

At the time of the evaluation, only 11 projects 
had passed their midterm mark, and many had 
not yet commenced implementation. Further, in 
many cases, the results of adaptation activities 
are likely to be discernible only after 15 or more 
years. For these reasons, and because the SPA 
was a pioneering initiative in the field of adap-
tation funding, the evaluation was limited to an 
assessment of the SPA strategy and of the various 
project design and implementation approaches.
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1.1	 Conclusions
In its evaluation of the SPA, the GEF Evaluation 
Office reached the following 10 conclusions.

Conclusion 1:  All SPA projects fulfilled the GEF 
requirement of identifying global environmen-
tal benefits, explicitly included climate change 
impacts on these benefits, and are relevant to 
the GEF mandate.

All the SPA projects succeeded in identifying global 
environmental benefits, although some projects 
contained clearer definitions than others. The types 
of benefits identified in SPA projects were similar 
to those identified in regular GEF projects in line 
with focal area strategies, strategic objectives, and 
operational programs in force at the time of project 
design. All SPA projects are well anchored within 
GEF practice, guidance, and policies.

SPA project documents provide an assessment of 
the potential impacts of current climate variabil-
ity and future climate change on global environ-
mental benefits and on development. The level of 
detail provided varies depending on the availabil-
ity of information on climate scenarios and vul-
nerability assessments.

The types of global environmental benefits to be 
expected from SPA projects are not different from 
those of typical GEF projects, indicating a poten-
tially strong linkage (and potential operational 
convergence) between resilience and global envi-
ronmental benefits.

Most of the SPA projects (21) claim global environ-
mental benefits in the biodiversity area; 14 claim 
benefits in the land degradation area. Table  1.1 
presents a sampling of the global environmental 
benefits and threat reductions most frequently 
cited for SPA projects.

Conclusion 2: The $50 million SPA initiative has 
the potential of providing climate resilience, 

at varying degrees, to $780 million in project 
investments.

The SPA components showed clear linkages to 
the projects’ overall objectives. Consequently, the 
SPA component of each has the potential to pro-
vide climate resilience to the rest of the project. 
And, because capacity building was a cross-cutting 
element of the projects in the SPA portfolio, this 
potential could be further realized in these projects. 
Some replication of SPA lessons is also possible, as 
several of these projects belong to larger programs.

The set of interventions and major outcomes 
found in SPA project designs can be classified into 
three categories and two cross-cutting elements 
(knowledge management and capacity building).

zz Policy, regulatory, and institutional activi-
ties. These include training, policy revisions, 
and regulatory activities to ensure that climate 
change considerations are taken into account in 
future planning. These activities are targeted at 
establishing enabling conditions for immediate 
as well as long-term adaptation.

zz Technical capacity development and assess-
ments. These include vulnerability assess-
ments, climate models, or climate impact 
assessments designed to provide technical tools 
for adaptation. While targeted toward govern-
ment institutions, these activities are pragmati-
cally focused and usually allow for transition 
toward on-the-ground measures.

zz On-the-ground pilot adaptation measures. 
Most projects in the SPA portfolio contain 
pilot demonstrations of adaptation measures 
(practices, technologies, approaches) working 
on the ground with vulnerable communities 
and ecosystems. Although these measures tend 
to be broadly defined in the projects, they usu-
ally consist of modifications to natural resource 
management, ecosystem rehabilitation, and 
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some light infrastructural works. Given the 
relative weight of the SPA contribution to total 
project budgets (6  percent overall), the adap-
tation portions of the SPA projects are quite 
limited in scope. These pilot demonstrations 
are thus usually very localized, and the “invest-
ment-type” activities limited.

zz Knowledge management. All the projects in 
the SPA portfolio contain a plan for gathering 
and disseminating lessons learned, which cor-
responds to an objective of the SPA itself as well 
as to current practice in project development. 
Knowledge management measures included in 

project design were either limited to the proj-
ect itself (a project Web site or an awareness 
campaign) or extended to regional and global 
audiences (adaptation learning mechanism, 
regional forums).

zz Capacity building. This second cross-cutting 
element takes various forms depending on 
whether it is being applied at the policy, techni-
cal, or on-the-ground level. Capacity-building 
project measures include training, policy revi-
sions, local mobilization, and activities designed 
to strengthen livelihoods for adaptive capacity.

Table 1.1

Frequently Cited Global Environmental Benefits/Reduction of Threats of SPA Projects by Theme
Theme Benefit/threat reduction

Biological resources (biodiversity, 
ecosystem services, and so on)

yy Conservation of plant agrobiodiversity
yy Conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, species conservation in biodiversity 
hotspots (plants and animals)

yy Conservation of species available for crop improvement
yyMaintenance or restoration of habitat integrity
yy Reduction of losses in coral reefs, sea grass beds and islands
yyWetland species conservation
yy Improved management of protected areas
yy Ecosystem integrity

Forests (deforestation, carbon 
sequestration, buffer zones)

yyMaintenance of forest resilience
yy Avoided deforestation
yy Avoided fragmentation
yy Avoided fire or fire control and management
yy Carbon sequestration
yyMaintenance of ecosystem services such as water retention, filtration, agricultural 
productivity and habitat

yy Key ecosystem integrity (forests, coral reefs, mangroves) and services
yy  Maintenance of ecological buffer zones

Water management (water ecosys-
tems, water availability, and so on)

yyWatershed integrity
yy Protection of coral reefs and marine biodiversity

Land management (agriculture, 
soil management, carbon seques-
tration, erosions prevention)

yyMaintenance of soil fertility
yy Reduced land degradation
yy Reduced erosion
yy Carbon sequestration
yy Carbon sequestration in biomass
yy Improved land productivity
yy Reduced coastal erosion
yy Carbon stocks in soil and biota
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Conclusion 3:  The SPA portfolio of projects 
is diverse with regard to sectors, themes, and 
focal areas, with an emphasis on biodiversity 
and land degradation.

Analysis of the 26 projects in the SPA portfolio 
found that 21 addressed biodiversity, 14 involved 
land degradation, and 5 addressed international 
waters. This distribution correlates to the global 
environmental benefits listed in table  1.1. The 
persistent organic pollutants (POPs) focal area 
was not represented in the SPA portfolio, and 
only a few projects included linkages to climate 
change mitigation. A further analysis of project 
objectives reveals that, regardless of the focal area 
under which projects were formally classified, a 
number of themes recurred in the portfolio, most 
often related to land management, biodiversity 
or species conservation, water management, and 
agriculture.

All regions are represented in the SPA portfolio, 
especially Asia. This emphasis is somewhat at 
odds with the original expectation that most proj-
ects would occur in Africa due to its greater vul-
nerability to climate change; it is most likely due to 
the state of demand and capacity among countries 
and regions at the time of the SPA financing cycle. 

Conclusion 4:  Portfolio projects were devel-
oped in accordance with the elements and 
requirements of the SPA operational guide-
lines, with some exceptions.

The operational guidelines provide basic defini-
tions of the concepts and issues to be addressed 
through the SPA, basic requirements for project 
design and eligibility, review criteria, and indica-
tors (GEF Council 2005). The basic requirements 
and eligibility criteria for SPA projects were the 
same as are applied to all GEF Trust Fund proj-
ects with regard to global environmental benefits, 
country ownership, sustainability, replicability, 
and stakeholder participation.

All 26 projects were found to be consistent with 
the objectives of the SPA guidelines, in that they all 
proposed pilot demonstration activities designed 
to test adaptation options or technologies. In 
keeping with the spirit of the SPA as a learning 
program, all projects also include specific plans 
for learning and replication. The projects also 
demonstrate a high degree of country ownership, 
thorough understanding of baseline conditions, 
and linkages to national policies and priorities.

The projects are also consistent with the objectives 
of the SPA to reduce vulnerability and increase 
adaptive capacity. The majority of projects 
referred to available information on vulnerabil-
ity, such as national communications or national 
adaptation programs of action. Although most of 
the project documents indicated that a vulner-
ability assessment would be conducted during the 
project’s implementation, in most cases, there is 
no evidence of participatory vulnerability assess-
ment being undertaken as part of project design. 
The evaluation found that although such assess-
ment could have enriched the portfolio, it would 
have also entailed much longer project design 
phases and potential delays in implementing the 
SPA.

The SPA operational guidelines outline the princi-
ple of a double increment, whereby the activities 
designed to produce global environmental benefits 
would comprise the first increment, and the sec-
ond increment would arise from the requirement 
to “ensure the robustness of those global envi-
ronmental benefits by improving the resilience of 
the systems concerned” (GEF Council 2005, p. 7). 
The agreement was that costs associated with the 
first increment would be funded by the GEF focal 
areas, and those associated with the second incre-
ment would be funded by the SPA pilot.

This element of the SPA guidelines, the articula-
tion of incremental reasoning, proved more dif-
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ficult to operationalize. Project contributions to 
global environmental benefits, although relatively 
well articulated, are often not readily measur-
able, and many projects reported difficulties with 
the design of the double increment requirement. 
According to many of those who were interviewed 
during this evaluation, this requirement was a 
constraint on project design, as well as on the 
selection of adaptation measures: it appeared to 
limit the scope of possible activities, and there was 
limited capacity in the system to deal with adapta-
tion issues. Most projects did make the effort to 
link adaptation measures to potential global envi-
ronmental benefits, at least theoretically.

Projects dealt with the double incrementality rea-
soning in a number of different ways. In some 
projects, the adaptation measures were applied 
directly to the activities targeting global environ-
mental benefits (to make the global environmental 
benefits more resilient). In other cases, the logic of 
the project required that the adaptation measure 
focus on increasing local adaptive capacity or on 
removing a human-induced threat to the global 
environmental benefits. Some projects included a 
few adaptation measures that had no link to global 
environmental benefits (even though, as noted, all 
projects contained at least a theoretical articula-
tion of global environmental benefits).

Since the creation of the SPA guidelines, practice 
has moved toward a more flexible interpretation 
of incremental reasoning. Not surprisingly, in the 
large majority of cases in the SPA portfolio, the 
double increment was not calculated, since the 
activities and components designed to enhance 
global environmental benefits became mixed with 
the activities designed as adaptation measures.

The focal area cofunding expectations, as spelled 
out in the SPA guidelines, were not entirely ful-
filled. Fourteen projects mobilized funding for 
adaptation only from the SPA; the remaining 

dozen projects mobilized funding from other 
focal areas (some in more than one), reflecting an 
evolution over time in focal area interest in adap-
tation and resilience issues.

As with articulation of the double increment 
guideline, many projects had trouble articulating 
the corresponding set of double indicators speci-
fied in the SPA guidelines. In general, the qual-
ity and elaboration of monitoring and evaluation 
(M&E) frameworks varied greatly across the SPA 
portfolio projects. Some frameworks were highly 
developed and detailed, including information 
on baseline data, sources of verification, precise 
indicator measurement, target values and dates, 
assumptions, and risks; others remained at a high, 
summary level. There is limited information on 
what works well in terms of M&E frameworks 
and indicators, and what poses difficulties during 
project implementation.

Conclusion 5:  Adaptation measures proposed 
in SPA projects were found to be generally “no-
regrets” measures dealing with the manage-
ment of natural resources.

A large number of the adaptation measures con-
tained in SPA projects could be considered “no-
regrets” measures, meaning that they would 
deliver development or environmental benefits 
regardless of the manifestation of climate change.

Table  1.2 provides a list of adaptation mea-
sures cited in the SPA projects addressing the 
top four themes (agriculture, land management, 
coastal zone management, and water manage-
ment), and classified according to the three gen-
eral types of interventions (policy, technical, and 
on-the-ground).

These adaptation measures were found in regu-
lar GEF projects as well as in regular develop-
ment projects, especially those categorized as 
on-the-ground interventions. Thus, it is primarily 
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the intent with which a measure is being imple-
mented that differentiates an adaptation measure 
from other, non-adaptation measures (that is, if 
it is applied with a climate change perspective or 
not).

Given the rather general way in which adaptation 
measures were formulated in the SPA projects, it 
can be inferred that, at the time of project design, 
knowledge of such measures was at a theoretical 
level. The lack of technical precision provided in 
project documentation at the design stage sup-
ports this conclusion when compared to design 
documents for later adaptation projects outside 
the SPA.

The adaptation measures were also found to be 
similar across focal areas and themes—which 
could be attributed to the fact that projects in 
the SPA have tended to blend multiple themes 
together, or it could be the result of a set of under-
lying assumptions regarding the root causes of 

vulnerability to climate change. Indeed, most 
adaptation measures in SPA projects have tar-
geted natural resource uses and management 
practices at different levels (local, community, and 
policy), indicating an assumption that an optimal 
way to reduce vulnerability is by changing human 
behavior.

Analysis of non-SPA projects reveals that similar 
approaches appear to have been implemented for 
other GEF projects where the sole objective was 
the protection or creation of global environmental 
benefits. Furthermore, activities with similar com-
ponents can be found under SPA and non-SPA 
projects portrayed as “pilot adaptation measures” 
in one case, but not in the others. This is especially 
true for on-the-ground adaptation measures.

The most significant difference between SPA and 
non-SPA projects was that activities in the SPA had 
to be articulated according to climate change vul-
nerabilities and impacts. However, very few SPA 

Table 1.2

Most Frequently Cited Adaptation Interventions in the SPA Portfolio by Type
Type Intervention

Policy, planning, 
and regulatory

Local development planning, land use planning that integrates CC [climate change], interministerial 
coordination, awareness raising, local risk management and planning, mainstreaming, policy analysis 
and review, bottom-up planning processes, ICZM [integrated coastal zone management] planning, land 
use planning, zoning, coordination.

Technical capacity Extension services, training, seasonal forecast and climate predictions, seed insurance schemes, climate 
modeling, inventories (agro-biodiversity), early warning, risk mapping, hazard mapping (droughts and 
floods), remote sensing, construction guidelines, zoning, manuals and guidelines on adaptation, disaster 
risk management, awareness raising, mainstreaming, sand extraction bans, flora and fauna inventories, 
methodology development and vulnerability assessments, modeling, research, protected area manage-
ment and extension, risk assessment, global ocean observing system and SLR [sea level rise] monitoring, 
hydrological assessments and models, including groundwater assessments, decision support tools.

On the ground Water harvesting, improved grazing, improved post harvest management, improved tillage, terracing, 
stress resistant varieties (crops and livestock), reforestation, afforestation and revegetation, irrigation, 
crop rotation, watershed management, fuelwood plantation, alternative energies, economic diversifi-
cation, fire management and alert, invasive species eradication, mangrove restoration, agro-forestry, 
sand beach restoration, structural protection measures, climate monitoring and analysis, construction 
guidelines, risk analysis methods, beach nourishment, groynes and revetments, sand dune stabilization 
through revegetation, soil conservation, mangrove reforestation, waste management, coral reef co-
management, integrated water management, irrigation.

Note: This information is extracted from project documents and is reproduced here unedited. 
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projects explicitly demonstrate that this thinking 
was the basis for the selection of adaptation mea-
sures. In this regard, the evaluation found limited 
evidence to indicate that adaptation options were 
selected on the basis of dedicated vulnerability 
assessments or on the basis of broader lists of 
options from which to choose.

Some adaptation measures in SPA project activi-
ties differed from those used in other projects in 
terms of policy, planning, and regulatory frame-
work and technical capacity categories. For exam-
ple, activities targeting participatory vulnerability 
assessments and mapping, climate modeling, and 
technology applications, as well as the demonstra-
tion of specific adaptation mechanisms and the 
early integration of climate change in planning 
frameworks, were all specific to SPA projects or to 
the SPA components within broader projects and 
programs. This finding indicates that the SPA did 
provide added value in terms of climate change 
consideration—albeit at an earlier stage of adap-
tation than originally expected, and focused on 
capacity building and enabling environments.

SPA projects presented good opportunities for 
creating synergies among activities that promote 
good environmental practices and those that 
aim at resilience. Thus, with marginal additional 
investment, SPA projects offer a strong conver-
gence for, and a high potential for “win-win-win” 
scenarios achieving benefits in, development, 
environment, and resilience.

Conclusion 6:  Results achieved so far have been 
at the output level; most SPA portfolio projects 
are either in their early stages of implementa-
tion or have not yet started.

More than half of the portfolio is in its early stages. 
At the beginning of this evaluation, 11 projects had 
not yet started, 4 were in an early start-up phase, 9 
were at their midpoint, and only 2 had been com-

pleted. As a young portfolio, the SPA has so far 
generated limited lessons on the implementation 
of adaptation measures. Therefore, this evaluation 
can draw only limited conclusions regarding the 
achievement of the SPA’s objectives.

The majority of project results delivered to date 
have been output oriented. Key results achieved 
with regard to policy, regulatory, and institu-
tional issues include the development of techni-
cal studies and vulnerability assessments, national 
consultations, awareness raising, and the produc-
tion of technical guidelines. Projects also reported 
a number of tangible outputs regarding techni-
cal capacity, including the deployment of tech-
nologies related to climate monitoring and the 
convening of technical training workshops on 
specific thematic issues such as climate monitor-
ing, coastal erosion, and health monitoring. Many 
projects also reported achieving revisions of pol-
icy documents to address climate change issues, 
indicating good progress toward individual proj-
ects’ mainstreaming goals.

Given the limited amount of detail provided in 
implementation reports, it was not possible to 
derive a consistent understanding of progress 
regarding on-the-ground adaptation activities. 
For the few projects that reported such results, 
these were focused on the delivery of outputs on 
the ground. For example, for the Namibia-based 
project Adapting to Climate Change through 
the Improvement of Traditional Crops and Live-
stock Farming (GEF ID 2915), 70 water harvest-
ing tanks were distributed, 11 drip irrigation sites 
were established, and 100 farmers were trained 
in conservation agriculture. The documenta-
tion for two other projects—Integrated National 
Adaptation Plan: High Mountain Ecosystems, 
Colombia’s Caribbean Insular Areas and Human 
Health (GEF ID 2019) and the global Community 
Based Adaptation Programme (GEF ID 2774)—
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referenced the operation of several pilot adapta-
tion activities including two communal systems 
benefiting 165  people. In some cases, results 
included progress in delivering some of the physi-
cal works envisaged by the projects, such as the 
dune replanting and stabilization, mangrove reha-
bilitation, and the dissemination of alternative 
livelihoods tools and technologies referenced by 
the Adaptation to Climate Change—Responding 
to Coastline Change and Its Human Dimensions 
in West Africa through Integrated Coastal Area 
Management (GEF ID 2614).

Project implementation documentation and 
interviews also noted some challenges specific 
to the SPA initiative—in addition to regular proj-
ect challenges—such as coordination difficulties, 
particularly where multiple partners and multiple 
countries were involved. Some project stakehold-
ers highlighted the fact that, because adaptation 
was a new area of work for many national insti-
tutions, projects needed more intensive capacity 
building and awareness raising from the start, as 
compared to regular projects. The lack of local-
ized and applicable climate data and models was 
seen as an obstacle in many projects.

Conclusion 7:  Despite evidence of mainstream-
ing of adaptation within the GEF at the strategic 
level and in project design, certain limitations 
are preventing fully effective integration.

The evaluation found evidence of gradual main-
streaming of adaptation and resilience concepts 
and measures in the GEF focal area strategies as 
they evolved from GEF-3 to GEF-5 (2010–14). For 
example, the biodiversity, international waters, 
and land degradation focal area strategies all 
integrate climate change issues in a more explicit 
manner in GEF-3, GEF-4, and GEF-5. Some of the 
GEF-4 projects have also begun to integrate adap-
tation and resilience concepts in their designs. 
Climate change is increasingly being recognized 

as a threat to the sustainability of the GEF portfo-
lio, and addressing it is increasingly recognized as 
an intrinsic part of protecting or creating global 
environmental benefits.

It is not possible to determine the extent to which 
this growth in awareness can been attributed to 
the SPA. However, it is possible to affirm that the 
SPA has provided some incentive toward this rec-
ognition—at least at the strategic level—since it 
has contributed to building capacity within the 
GEF, its focal areas, and among its Agencies on 
adaptation and climate change.

Several factors may prevent the integration or 
mainstreaming of climate change adaptation and 
resilience into the GEF’s activities from becoming 
fully effective:

zz Tangible mechanisms for operationalization, 
such as the climate change screening tools, are 
not yet in place, even though this was decided 
upon already in GEF-4.

zz Gaps exist in the scientific knowledge related to 
potential climate change impacts and possible 
adaptation measures in the GEF global envi-
ronmental benefit areas; there are also capacity 
gaps in applying available science.

zz The GEF system offers few incentives to take 
climate change impacts and adaptation issues 
into account, and resources are already lim-
ited to deal with demands in each of the focal 
areas.

zz Difficulties exist in determining the incremen-
tality of adaptation and in conceptualizing an 
operational link between adaptation and global 
environmental benefits.

zz There is limited collaboration and coopera-
tion among the various GEF-managed funds 
regarding adaptation and the possibilities of 
cofinancing, for example.



1.  Conclusions and Recommendations	 9 

Conclusion 8:  The SPA portfolio’s youth not- 
withstanding, some lessons can be extracted 
for the GEF as a whole. 

Funding made available through the SPA provided 
a financial incentive for project proponents to 
explicitly consider climate change impacts, assess- 
ments, and adaptation options. SPA projects have 
allowed for the deployment of early adaptation 
measures, particularly with regard to capacity 
building and enabling frameworks. 

Most SPA projects had not achieved the midterm 
goals they had set for themselves. Project duration 
was too short, and in many cases, project strate- 
gies were too ambitious given the limited levels 
of knowledge and capacity. These factors some- 
what diminished the opportunities for success. 
Several SPA projects reported experiencing start- 
up delays for reasons common to other develop- 
ment or GEF projects. However, SPA projects also 
tended to involve an added degree of complex- 
ity—for example, by including activities to sup- 
port several GEF focal area objectives as well as 
other activities to improve the current situation. 

Clear and coherent M&E frameworks are essential 
to the determination of objective lessons from a 
project given the pilot nature of the SPA. Projects 
that failed to provide a strong M&E system have 
also reported difficulties in project management. 

Conclusion 9:  There are weaknesses in the 
management of the SPA portfolio, but there is 
still time to correct these. 

The expectations for SPA management as set forth 
in the operational guidelines may have been unre- 
alistic, given the level of available resources within 
the GEF Secretariat, particularly in the early days 
of adaptation work. A possible shortcoming may 
have been introduced by the GEF Secretariat and 
GEF Council in creating a pilot program without 
the appropriate level of support to operate accord- 
ing to its guidelines. 

Other shortcomings were found with regard to 
the monitoring of projects, gaps in the operation- 
alization of M&E frameworks and in the formal 
approval, selection, and coordination mechanisms 
within the GEF Secretariat adaptation team.  

Regular GEF procedures for project selection, 
review, and approval were followed for the SPA, 
as the operational guidelines provided little addi- 
tional information on these topics from a techni- 
cal point of view. No institutionalized mechanism 
for SPA funding distribution across focal areas, 
regions, or projects was employed; nor were any 
clear and explicit technical selection criteria and 
procedures, such as the use of project review 
committees. Although the funding approach 
taken appears to have been to allocate funds on 
a demand-driven, “first-come, first-served” basis, 
the delays in committing SPA funds (two projects 
were still in late approval stages at the time of the 
evaluation) seem to belie the high demand for 
adaptation funds. 

Project review and design appear to have been 
conducted with varying degrees of technical input, 
with no explicit process for systematic sharing 
through the GEF Scientific and Technical Advi- 
sory Panel (STAP), for example, or for coordina- 
tion among GEF Secretariat teams. Collaboration 
was found to be sporadic and was not formalized; 
this may represent a lost opportunity to promote 
integration among the focal areas, which is one of 
the main purposes of the SPA pilot. Coordination 
was found to occur informally, which may not be 
sufficient to ensure the necessary integration of 
adaptation into the focal areas. 

As a coordination mechanism for the GEF 

partner- 
ship as a whole, the Climate Change Adaptation 
Task Force—a group comprised of representatives 
from the GEF Agencies and chaired by the GEF 
Secretariat adaptation team—has undertaken an 
impressive number of functions, although operat- 
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ing with few resources, especially in the early years. 
However, the terms of reference for the task force 
identify numerous management functions that 
have yet to be fulfilled, such as the development 
of internal policies to manage the GEF adaptation 
pipeline and portfolio, and the collection of results 
from projects. The evaluation found it unrealistic 
to expect the number of tasks outlined to be actu-
ally implemented, in light of the resources available 
at the time of the task force’s establishment.

As a learning pilot, the SPA was expected to 
generate lessons for future adaptation program-
ming within and outside the GEF. The Adapta-
tion Learning Mechanism: Learning by Doing 
(GEF ID 2557)—a global project implemented by 
UNDP—was intended as the key mechanism for 
achieving this function. However, the program did 
not specifically focus on SPA projects and lessons 
as originally intended, effectively leaving the SPA 
without a dedicated learning mechanism.

Beyond project-level monitoring conducted at the 
Agency level, no portfolio-level monitoring has 
been conducted of ongoing or completed proj-
ects. There is no effective mechanism whereby 
Agencies’ project-level monitoring can inform the 
GEF Secretariat’s portfolio-level mechanism.

Although no formal process of knowledge sharing 
was developed, there is evidence of learning and 
information sharing having occurred as a result 
of the SPA. For example, GEF Agency and Secre-
tariat personnel all testify to having learned from 
SPA development and implementation.

Conclusion 10:  As a learning pilot within 
the GEF, the SPA has yet to achieve its full 
effectiveness.

The SPA has yet to fulfill its potential as a learning 
pilot within the GEF, mainly because of a lack of 
dedicated, established learning and coordination 
mechanisms.

zz The Adaptation Learning Mechanism project 
mentioned above has evolved into a broader 
initiative than was originally intended.

zz There has been no SPA portfolio monitoring 
inside the GEF.

zz Because of resource constraints, the Climate 
Change Adaptation Task Force has thus far 
been focused on pipeline management.

Given the relative youth of the SPA portfolio, there 
is still time and opportunity to begin a process of 
extracting lessons on how to integrate resilience 
and adaptation into GEF focal area work.

1.2	 Recommendations

Recommendation 1:  The GEF should continue 
to provide explicit incentives to mainstream 
resilience and adaptation to climate change 
into the GEF focal areas, as a means of reducing 
risks to the GEF portfolio.

Resilience to climate change is an intrinsic part 
of protecting or creating global environmen-
tal benefits given the strong convergence of 
global environmental benefits, development, 
and adaptation. As a first step in promoting this 
resilience, the GEF should provide necessary 
nonfinancial incentives and tools to operation-
alize the integration of resilience in its program-
ming. These could include screening tools that 
are applicable at project design and approval, 
as well as safeguarding methodologies that will 
help identify multiple benefits and ensure that 
climate risks to the GEF portfolio are properly 
managed. These various tools and techniques 
should be accompanied by additional technical 
guidance on articulation of the links between 
resilience, adaptation, and global environmen-
tal benefits, with particular attention to the 
links and synergies among the various adapta-
tion funds and the Trust Fund.
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A second step could involve the mobilization of 
financial incentives. Strategic priorities could 
be created within focal areas that explicitly deal 
with climate change impacts, vulnerability assess-
ments, and adaptation options to ensure that the 
risks and opportunities identified through the 
above mechanisms are addressed operationally 
and in synergy with the LDCF and SCCF.

Recommendation 2:  To continue to manage 
implementation of the SPA, the GEF needs to 
provide sufficient resources to the GEF Secre-
tariat beyond those dedicated to processing a 
pipeline of projects.

The relative youth of the SPA portfolio indicates 
that the SPA initiative—although fully commit-
ted—still needs to be managed from within the 
GEF, particularly if it is to deliver its intended 
learning results. To this end, the GEF should per-
form the following:

zz Develop and implement a full learning frame-
work or strategy to capture lessons, experi-
ences, and progress regarding climate change 
impacts, vulnerability assessment, and adap-
tation options to be shared and incorporated 
into GEF focal areas. This learning framework 
should include appropriately resourced func-
tions of results-based management, portfolio-

level monitoring, and knowledge sharing and 
dissemination.

zz Develop an M&E framework at the portfolio 
level for the SPA and other funds that facilitates 
tracking and monitoring of adaptation results 
throughout the GEF.

Recommendation 3:  Given that adaptation 
measures in SPA projects are still under imple-
mentation, further evaluations could provide 
opportunities to learn from outcomes and 
progress toward impact.

The GEF Evaluation Office, the STAP, and the GEF 
Adaptation Task Force should develop guidelines for 
conducting midterm or final evaluations with a spe-
cific emphasis on how to review, select, and improve 
adaptation measures; how to screen for risks of mal-
adaptation; and how to identify co-benefits between 
adaptation, development, and environment.

The GEF Evaluation Office should compile infor-
mation from the final evaluations of SPA projects 
for its work on the adaptation topic.

1.3	 Observation
Despite ongoing work, the 2007 GEF Council 
decision to elaborate screening tools for climate 
change has yet to be fulfilled (GEF Council 2007a).
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2.  Background and Approach

2.1	 Background
The United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change was adopted in 1992 as a global 
treaty aimed at reversing climate change trends 
through the limitation of anthropogenic sources of 
greenhouse gas emissions. Through this conven-
tion, the developed country (Annex I and II) parties 
committed themselves to helping those developing 
country parties that are particularly vulnerable to 
the adverse effects of climate change in meeting the 
costs of adapting to these adverse effects.1

At the 6th Conference of the UNFCCC Parties in 
Bonn in 2001, three adaptation funds were cre-
ated as a means of responding to this need (Schip-
per 2006):

zz The Special Climate Change Fund to support 
adaptation, technology transfer, energy, trans-
port, industry, forestry, and waste management 
and activities to assist developing country par-
ties in diversifying their economies

zz The Least Developed Countries Fund to 
assist the 48 least developed countries in pre-
paring and implementing national adaptation 
programs of action

1  “Funding under the Convention,” Decision 7/
CP7; see http://unfccc.int/cooperation_and_sup-
port/financial_mechanism/special_climate_
change_fund/items/3657.php.

zz The Adaptation Fund to support concrete 
adaptation projects and programs in devel-
oping country parties to the Kyoto Protocol, 
financed from a share of Clean Development 
Mechanism projects

At the 7th Conference of the Parties in Marrakech 
in 2001, the GEF was given the responsibility of 
managing the first two funds. Before these funds 
were operationalized, however, the GEF was 
mandated to finance pilot projects that would 
demonstrate the practical and successful use of 
adaptation planning and assessment. In response, 
the GEF established an adaptation fund under its 
Trust Fund, Piloting an Operational Approach to 
Adaptation, funded with an initial allocation of 
$50 million. The Strategic Priority for Adaptation 
was approved by the GEF Council in November 
2003. A series of draft operational guidance docu-
ments for the SPA were subsequently circulated to 
the Council; these were finalized in March 2005.

The SPA aims at reducing vulnerability and 
increasing adaptive capacity to the adverse effects 
of climate change in any or a combination of 
the GEF focal areas: biological diversity, climate 
change, international waters, land degradation, 
ozone layer depletion, and POPs. It does so by 
supporting pilot and demonstration projects that 
simultaneously address local adaptation needs 
and generate global environmental benefits. All 
SPA projects are funded based on the incremen-
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tal cost principle and include project preparation 
grants, project grants, and Agency fees.

While all SPA funding was approved in GEF‑3, 
slightly more than half (about 57 percent) of the 
funding was committed in that replenishment 
period; the remainder (approximately $20.8 mil-
lion) was committed under GEF-4. The SPA pilot 
reached its financial close in June 2010, at the end 
of GEF-4; all of its resources are now fully allo-
cated.2 The lessons that can be extracted from 
the pilot are critical to the development of other 
adaptation funds and in further consideration of 
how the GEF needs to tackle adaptation issues in 
its other activities. To this end, the GEF Evalua-
tion Office was asked in November 2008 to con-
duct an independent evaluation of the SPA pilot to 
be submitted at the November 2010 GEF Council 
meeting. It was expected that the lessons learned 
from implementation of the SPA as the first oper-
ational adaptation funding mechanism would 
assist the Council in making further decisions on 
adaptation.

2.2	 Approach
The GEF Evaluation Office prepared an approach 
paper to guide the SPA evaluation (appendix A).3 
This paper set out the objectives and methods to 
be used in the evaluation process, and was circu-
lated to key stakeholders for comment and input; 
it was finalized in March 2010.

The SPA evaluation is guided by an overarching 
question: What can be learned from this pilot 
program in terms of climate change adapta-

2  The last $2 million is intended for two regional 
projects being implemented through the ADB in the 
Coral Triangle, but has not yet been formally allocated.

3  The appendixes to this report are available on 
CD-ROM and on the GEF Evaluation Office Web site 
(www.gefeo.org).

tion within the GEF focal areas, the resilience 
of these projects, and the effectiveness of the 
adaptation measures that have been applied so 
far?

The main objectives of the evaluation were to

zz assess the SPA strategy and its implementation,

zz assess the SPA projects, and

zz identify lessons on how to increase the resil-
ience of adaptation measures in the GEF.

Several key areas of interest regarding future 
strategy and project development in the GEF are 
listed under each of these objectives, including the 
following:

zz The relevance of the SPA strategy to the GEF, 
its focal areas, and mandate; to national sus-
tainable development agendas; and to interna-
tional financing for adaptation, including via 
the LDCF, the SCCF, and the Adaptation Fund

zz Assessment of incorporation of the adaptation 
measures in the design of projects and the effec-
tiveness of those that started implementation

zz Lessons from project M&E systems

zz Dissemination of lessons and learning mecha-
nisms put in place for the SPA portfolio

Because the SPA is a pioneering initiative in the 
field of on-the-ground adaptation funding, the 
evaluation focused on gathering lessons, identify-
ing examples of learning, and assessing the design 
of projects in the SPA portfolio. The data sets used 
in the evaluation are both qualitative and quanti-
tative in nature. A mixed-method approach was 
used to strengthen the analysis through triangu-
lation. The SPA evaluation was undertaken in a 
series of steps as presented in figure 2.1.

A literature review focusing on adaptation mea-
sures related to the GEF focal areas and the cur-
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rent context of adaptation funding was conducted 
at the onset of the evaluation process. Scientific 
methods and best practices were selected from 
these to construct a robust evaluation methodol-
ogy and to guide the analysis of adaptation mea-
sures. The annotated bibliography resulting from 
this literature review is presented in appendix B.

An annotated review framework and protocol 
(appendix  C) based on the approach paper was 
designed as a means of structuring and system-
atizing the evaluation process. It lists the ques-
tions and indicators used to review individual 
projects and to conduct a broader policy analysis. 
The review of SPA projects addressed their

zz technical clarity and conceptual consistency,

zz scientific approaches and methodologies,

zz learning mechanisms, and

zz project- and portfolio-level results and out-
comes.

The portfolio was also analyzed to assess the over-
all relevance and effectiveness of the SPA strategy. 
This assessment focused on the following:

zz Relevance to the GEF mandate. This analysis 
addressed the links between the SPA strategy 
and the GEF’s mandate regarding global envi-
ronmental benefits, the links between project 
objectives and the GEF mandate, and the links 
between the SPA portfolio and the focal area 
strategies as they have evolved from GEF-3 to 
GEF-5.

zz Effectiveness of adaptation measures. This 
analysis was used to determine whether adap-
tation measures identified in project design are 
currently under implementation, and elements 
of their effectiveness in addressing perceived 
climate impacts or reducing vulnerability.

zz Effectiveness of monitoring systems. This 
analysis included an assessment of the clarity 
of indicators and targets at the project level, 
particularly targets related to adaptation com-
ponents; whether indicators are “SMART” 
(specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and 
time-bound); and indicators’ overall relevance 
in tracking adaptation and global environmen-
tal benefits as well as their overall relevance to 
the SPA and SPA guidance.

zz Efficiency of processing GEF projects, 
including SPA projects. Because this analysis 
had been performed in other evaluations con-
ducted by the GEF Evaluation Office, such as 
the Joint Evaluation of the GEF Activity Cycle 
and Modalities, this component was omit-
ted from the present evaluation. Nonetheless, 

Figure 2.1
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other issues related to project development 
were assessed and possible lessons identified 
by the SPA evaluation team.

zz Extent to which the SPA, as a pilot, helped 
inform other adaptation policies. This analy-
sis provided insight into whether SPA projects 
and processes were instrumental in creating 
learning among adaptation constituencies at 
the national and global levels, and in the devel-
opment of new adaptation approaches, mecha-
nisms, and institutions.

A project review protocol (appendix D) was syn-
thesized from the review framework and protocol 
to provide an objective framework for the analysis 
of the 26 projects comprising the SPA portfolio 
(appendix E). The evaluation team conducted its 
reviews of all projects using a common frame-
work. This framework—which was designed 
using SurveyMonkey, a customizable Web-based 
survey tool that facilitates data analysis—consists 
of 31 short or multiple-choice questions, most 
allowing space for detailed comments and orga-
nized into three sections covering

zz project information,

zz evaluation of results and outcomes, and

zz assessment of the overall relevance and effec-
tiveness of the SPA strategy.

Specific questions addressed project relevance to 
the GEF mandate, the effectiveness of adaptation 
measures, the effectiveness of monitoring sys-
tems, links to national policies, and basic project 
data. Descriptive statistics were derived for the 
multiple-choice answers, and comments were 
screened for relevant examples and key lessons.

All available project documentation—includ-
ing project identification forms (PIFs), project 
documents, GEF Chief Executive Officer (CEO) 
endorsement, project implementation reports, 

and midterm reviews—was reviewed during the 
evaluation process; the specific items reviewed 
are listed in appendix F.

While three field trips aimed at validating the 
contents of the project documents were planned, 
logistical difficulties in the host countries and an 
emphasis on evaluating project design led the 
evaluation team to limit itself to a visit to two SPA 
projects in Namibia.

A portfolio analysis was performed to identify 
trends among the SPA projects. This was supple-
mented by an analysis comparing SPA projects 
with non-SPA projects. This comparative analysis 
aimed at generating supplementary information 
on the design of adaptation projects, and paid par-
ticular attention to the difference between adapta-
tion and baseline projects. Nine non-SPA projects 
were selected from the GEF-4 portfolio to create 
a sample set representative of the general project 
typology, the focal areas (including at least two 
projects per focal area), and the thematic issues 
addressed in the SPA portfolio. The following key 
elements of project design were compared:

zz Type of interventions
zz Project components
zz Capacity building
zz Rationales and assumptions

A detailed description of the non-SPA project 
analysis, criteria, and a list of projects are pro-
vided in appendix G. A summary of the analysis 
can be found in section 5.3 of this report.

Extensive interviews were conducted at several 
stages of the evaluation process to cross-check 
and validate the documentation that was avail-
able. These interviews were conducted with a 
wide range of stakeholders, including members 
of the Adaptation Task Force and the natural 
resources task force of the GEF, the STAP, the 
GEF Secretariat, the GEF Agencies, national gov-
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ernments, project implementers, and other GEF 
stakeholders and beneficiaries. A list of the people 
consulted is presented in appendix H.

An evaluation matrix summarizing the key areas 
of interest outlined in the approach paper, the 
review framework and protocol, and the project 
review protocol was created to consolidate results 
and ensure that all required data were collected. 
The matrix, presented in appendix I, synthesizes 
the following items for each of the key evaluation 
questions:

zz Indicators
zz Sources of information/methodology
zz Relevance
zz Effectiveness
zz Efficiency
zz Key preliminary findings

A consultation workshop was held Septem-
ber 27, 2010, to present the preliminary findings 
of the evaluation and receive feedback from key 
stakeholders on possible factual errors in the anal-
ysis. Comments were reviewed and incorporated 
as appropriate into the final report.

The evaluation was conducted by staff from the 
GEF Evaluation Office and a senior consultant 
with extensive experience in climate change 
adaptation.

2.3	 Key Terms and Definitions
Key terms and definitions used in this evaluation 
follow.

zz Adaptation. Adjustment in natural or human 
systems in response to actual or expected cli-
matic stimuli or their effects that moderates 
harm or exploits beneficial opportunities. Vari-
ous types of adaptation can be distinguished, 
including anticipatory and reactive adaptation, 
private and public adaptation, and autonomous 
and planned adaptation (IPCC 2001).

zz Adaptation benefits. The avoided damage costs 
or the accrued benefits following the adoption 
and implementation of adaptation measures 
(IPCC 2001).

zz Adaptation costs. Costs of planning, prepar-
ing for, facilitating, and implementing adapta-
tion measures, including transition costs (IPCC 
2001).

zz Adaptive capacity. Potential or ability of a sys-
tem (social, ecological, or economic, or an inte-
grated system such as a region or community) 
to minimize the effects or impacts of climate 
change or to maximize the benefits from posi-
tive effects of climate change (IPCC 2001).

zz Climate change. Any change in climate over 
time, whether due to natural variability or as a 
result of human activity (IPCC 2001).

zz Climate variability. Variations in the mean 
state and other statistics (standard deviations, 
the occurrence of extremes, and so on) of the cli-
mate on all temporal and spatial scales beyond 
that of individual weather events. Variability 
may be due to natural internal processes within 
the climate system (internal variability), or to 
variations in natural or anthropogenic external 
forcing (external variability) (IPCC 2001).

zz Incremental costs. Costs associated with trans-
forming a project with national benefits into 
one with global environmental benefits. The 
incremental cost is the difference or “incre-
ment” between a less costly, more polluting 
option and a costlier, more environmentally 
friendly option.

zz Mainstreaming. The integration of (adapta-
tion) objectives, strategies, policies, measures, 
or operations so that they become part of 
national and regional development policies, 
processes, and budgets at all levels and stages 
(World Bank 2010). 
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zz Maladaptation. Any change in natural or 
human systems that inadvertently increases 
vulnerability to climatic stimuli; an adaptation 
that does not succeed in reducing vulnerabil-
ity but instead increases it (IPCC 2001). For 
the purposes of this evaluation, the term also 
includes adaptation measures that are not likely 
to remain viable or be effective under climate 
change scenarios.

zz Resilience. Amount of change a system can 
undergo without changing state (IPCC 2001); 
the capacity of a system, community, or society 
potentially exposed to hazards to adapt, by resist-
ing or changing in order to reach and maintain 
an acceptable level of functioning and structure. 
This is determined by the degree to which the 
social system is capable of organizing itself to 
increase its capacity for learning from past disas-
ters for better future protection and to improve 
risk-reduction measures (UNISDR 2004).

zz Vulnerability. The degree to which a system is 
susceptible to, or unable to cope with, adverse 
effects of climate change, including climate 
variability and extremes. Vulnerability is a func-
tion of the character, magnitude, and rate of 
climate variation to which a system is exposed, 
its sensitivity, and its adaptive capacity. Adapta-
tion would therefore also include any efforts to 
address these components (IPCC 2001).

2.4	 Limitations
This section presents the limitations identified 
during evaluation preparation as well as during its 
implementation.

Only 11 projects in the SPA portfolio (43  per-
cent) were past their midterm. Therefore, only a 
limited amount of documents describing the 
implementation experience of the various proj-
ects (project implementation reports, progress 
reports, final reports, and so on) were available to 

the evaluation team. The evaluation was neces-
sarily largely limited to an assessment of the SPA 
strategy and the various project design and imple-
mentation approaches. Moreover, as the evalua-
tion progressed, it became clear that most of the 
11 older projects in the portfolio still had much 
progress to make in implementing the actual 
adaptation measures. It was thus difficult to assess 
the effectiveness of adaptation options and mea-
sures in the SPA portfolio.

The limited specificity and aspects of technical 
details found in many of the design documents 
compounded the difficulty of assessing other 
areas, such as the rigor of scientific approaches 
and vulnerability and adaptation processes.

Although a small number of project visits were 
planned for this evaluation, these were in fact 
limited to two projects during a single country 
visit to Namibia. This restricted access to poten-
tially valuable and independent information 
from stakeholders directly involved in projects 
on the ground. Although many interviews were 
conducted with relevant stakeholders during 
the evaluation process, a decision was made to 
focus on a documentary approach because it 
corresponded best to the bulk of the data avail-
able to the evaluation team. The primary objec-
tive of the field visits was to assess the imple-
mentation of adaptation measures. However, a 
project implementation review by the evaluation 
team found that only four projects in the port-
folio had reached a level of implementation that 
could have provided experience and lessons from 
adaptation measures.

The efficiency of processing SPA projects was 
not a central focus of this evaluation since this 
issue has already been addressed by other evalu-
ations conducted by the GEF Evaluation Office, 
such as the Joint Evaluation of the GEF Activity 
Cycle and Modalities.
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This evaluation was not intended as an evalua-
tion of adaptation per se, although it considers 
the various adaptation measures implemented 
in SPA projects. The evaluation focused on the 
SPA alone, and did not consider or compare it 
with other actors or mechanisms. In addition, the 
evaluation’s consideration of adaptation main-
streaming limited itself to institutional mecha-
nisms for learning, which were constructed as the 
SPA’s main vehicle for promoting the integration 
of adaptation into GEF work. The scope of this 

evaluation did not allow for a full consideration of 
the impacts of the SPA within the individual GEF 
Agencies, although this could have provided addi-
tional insight on the role of the SPA as a learning 
pilot.

The evaluation was conducted in the context of 
the original SPA operational guidelines, which 
were written in 2005, while recognizing that 
thoughts concerning adaptation and its practice 
have significantly evolved since then.
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3.  Analysis of the SPA Portfolio

This chapter presents an overview of the SPA 
portfolio’s composition and evolution, focusing 
on key statistics in order to derive a more com-
prehensive understanding of the portfolio as a 
whole as well as of projects on an individual basis. 
Table 3.1 summarizes the 26 SPA projects.

3.1	 Portfolio Composition and 
Evolution
The SPA portfolio consists of 26 projects and pro-
grams receiving a total of $48.35 million in pilot 
financing from the GEF. Total project allocations 
for the portfolio, including financing from the 
GEF focal areas of $79.28  million (covering 12 
projects) and cofinancing from other sources of 
$649.64  million, amounts to $777.27  million, of 
which the GEF SPA financing accounts for just 
6  percent. The high level of cofinancing reflects 
the fact that several of these projects are part of 
very large and well-funded programs or regional 
initiatives, such as India’s Sustainable Land and 
Ecosystem Management (SLEM) Partnership 
Program (GEF ID 3268); MENARID (Reducing 
Risks to Sustainable Management of the North 
West Sahara Aquifer System); and international 
waters programs in the Coral Triangle, the Plata 
Basin, and the Amazon River Basin.

The average per project SPA allocation is approxi-
mately $1.7 million. Five projects received less 
than $1 million, 17 received between $1 and 

$3  million, and 4 received over $3  million. The 
largest SPA allocation—$6.17 million—was made 
to the Integrated National Adaptation Plan: 
High Mountain Ecosystems, Colombia’s Carib-
bean Insular Areas and Human Health project; 
the smallest—$220,000—went to the Integrated 
Land and Ecosystem Management to Combat 
Land Degradation and Deforestation in Madhya 
Pradesh project (GEF ID 3472). 

The portfolio consists of 17 full-size and 
9 medium-size projects. The World Bank, UNDP, 
and UNEP implement the majority of these proj-
ects; ADB, FAO, and IFAD implement a total of 
four projects.

Seventeen projects were implemented at the 
national level (table  3.2). The remaining proj-
ects have either a global or regional scope. In all, 
seven GEF regional projects are included in the 
SPA portfolio. These cut across three regions, 
with two in Africa, two in Asia, and three in Latin 
America and the Caribbean. SPA funding was also 
given to five SLEM subprojects in India; these are 
accounted for separately in the portfolio.

3.2	 Distribution of SPA Financing 
and Projects by Agency
The World Bank implements 44 percent of GEF 
SPA financing (figure 3.1) through eight projects 
(figure 3.2); it also provides approximately 47 per-
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Table 3.1

The SPA Portfolio as of June 30, 2010

GEF 
ID Project title

GEF 
Agency Country Statusa

GEF SPA 
financing 
(million $)

Cofinancing 
(million $)

3589 Coastal and Marine Resources Management in 
the Coral Triangle: Southeast Asia

ADB Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Philippines

A 1.0 76.0

3591 Coastal and Marine Resources Management in 
the Coral Triangle of the Pacific

ADB Papua New Guinea, 
Solomon islands, Fiji, 
Timor Leste, Vanuatu

A 1.0 15.2

3882 Reversing Environmental Degradation and Rural 
Poverty through Adaptation to Climate Change 
in Drought Stricken Areas in Southern India: A 
Hydrological Unit Pilot Project Approach

FAO India A 1.0 2.9

2753 Participatory Coastal Zone Restoration and Sus-
tainable Management in the Eastern Province 
of Post-Tsunami Sri Lanka

IFAD Sri Lanka I 2.1 7.6

2557 Adaptation Learning Mechanism: Learning by 
Doing

UNDP Global I 7.9 0.7

2614 Adaptation to Climate Change—Responding 
to Coastline Change and Its Human Dimen-
sions in West Africa through Integrated Coastal 
Area Management

UNDP Senegal, Gambia, 
Guinea-Bissau, Maurita-
nia, Cape Verde

I 4.4 9.7

2630 Lake Balaton Integrated Vulnerability Assess-
ment, Early Warning and Adaptation Strategies

UNDP Hungary C 1.1 3.1

2774 Community Based Adaptation (CBA) 
Programme

UNDP Bangladesh, Bolivia, 
Guatemala, Jamaica, 
Kazakhstan, Morocco, 
Namibia, Niger, Samoa, 
Vietnam

I 5.5 4.5

2915 Adapting to Climate Change through the 
Improvement of Traditional Crops and Live-
stock Farming

UNDP Namibia I 1.1 5.8

3024 Sustainable Participatory Management of Nat-
ural Resources to Promote Ecosystem Health 
and Resilience in the Thar Desert Ecosystem

UNDP India A 0.25 14.1

3129 Sustaining Agricultural Biodiversity in the Face 
of Climate Change

UNDP Tajikistan I 1.1 4.0

3134 Implementing Pilot Climate Change Adapta-
tion Measures in Coastal Areas of Uruguay

UNDP Uruguay I 1.1 3.0

3415 Identification and Implementation of Adaptation 
Response Measures in the Drini-Mati River Deltas

UNDP Albania I 1.1 1.0

3417 Adaptation to Climate Change Impacts in the 
Mountain Forest Ecosystems of Armenia

UNDP Armenia I 1.0 0.9

3472 Integrated Land and Ecosystem Management 
to Combat Land Degradation and Deforesta-
tion in Madhya Pradesh

UNDP India A 0.22 95.5

2095 Sustainable Management of the Water 
Resources of the la Plata Basin with Respect to 
the Effects of Climate Variability and Change

UNEP Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 
Paraguay, Uruguay

A 1.1 51.9

2364 Integrated and Sustainable Management of 
Transboundary Water Resources in the Amazon 
River Basin

UNEP Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, 
Ecuador, Guyana, Peru, 
Suriname, Venezuela

A 2.2 45.6
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GEF 
ID Project title

GEF 
Agency Country Statusa

GEF SPA 
financing 
(million $)

Cofinancing 
(million $)

2752 Integrating Vulnerability and Adaptation to 
Climate Change into Sustainable Development 
Policy Planning and Implementation in South-
ern and Eastern Africa

UNEP Kenya, Madagascar, 
Mozambique, Rwanda, 
Tanzania

I 1.1 1.3

2019 Integrated National Adaptation Plan: High 
Mountain Ecosystems, Colombia’s Caribbean 
Insular Areas and Human Health (INAP)

WB Colombia I 6.2 9.5

2543 Kiribati Adaptation Program—Pilot Implemen-
tation Phase

WB Kiribati C 2.1 4.8

2552 Implementation of Pilot Adaptation Measures 
in Coastal Areas of Dominica, St. Lucia and St. 
Vincent & the Grenadines

WB Dominica, St. Lucia, 
St. Vincent & the 
Grenadines

I 2.6 3.4

2889 Zambezi Valley Market Led Smallholder 
Development

WB Mozambique I 1.7 21.2

3267 Adaptation to Climate Change Using Agrobio-
diversity Resources in the Rain Fed Highlands 
of Yemen

WB Yemen A 4.6 31.8

3470 Sustainable Rural Livelihood Security 
through Innovations in Land and Ecosystem 
Management

WB India A 3.0 88.0

3471 Sustainable Land, Water and Biodiversity 
Conservation and Management for Improved 
Livelihoods in Uttarakhand Watershed Sector

WB India A 0.35 90.0

3669 Second Natural Resource Management Project WB Tunisia A 0.7 58.4

Total 48.4 649.6

Source: GEF Secretariat, June 30, 2010.

Note: BD = biodiversity; CC = climate change; GEB = global environmental benefit; IW = international waters; LD = land degradation; WB = World 
Bank. Boldfaced projects have identified benefits in GEF focal areas other than climate change. See table 3.4 for details and financing from other 
focal areas. GEF SPA financing includes project preparation grants, project grants, and Agency fees.

a. A = approved; C = completed; I = under implementation.

cent of the cofinancing to the SPA portfolio proj-
ects. UNDP implements the second largest share 
of SPA financing (37  percent) and the largest 
number of SPA projects (11).

As shown in table 3.3, all of the SPA projects 
implemented by ADB and UNEP are regional in 
nature; UNDP implements the only two global 
SPA projects. IFAD and FAO each implement a 
national SPA project.

Table 3.2

Scope of SPA Projects by Agency

Agency National Regional Global Total %

ADB 0 2 0 2 8

FAO 1 0 0 1 4

IFAD 1 0 0 1 4

UNDP 8 1 2 11 42

UNEP 0 3 0 3 12

World Bank 7 1 0 8 31

Total 17 7 2 26 100

Source: GEF Secretariat, June 30, 2010.



22 	 Evaluation of the GEF Strategic Priority for Adaptation

3.3	 Distribution of SPA Financing 
and Projects by Region
Figures 3.3 and 3.4 disaggregate the SPA portfolio 
by region in terms of funding and number of proj-
ects. The data include two projects being imple-
mented on a global basis, with a combined SPA 
allocation of over $7 million.

Table 3.3

Overview of SPA Portfolio by GEF Agency as of June 30, 2010

GEF Agency
Number of 
SPA projects

SPA value  
(million $)

Other GEF funding 
(million $)

Cofinancing 
(million $)

Total project cost 
(million $)

ADB 2 2.0 19.4 91.1 112.5

FAO 1 1.0 0 2.9 3.9

IFAD 1 2.1 5.8 7.6 15.5

UNDP 11 17.7 8.4 142.2 168.2

UNEP 3 4.4 17.7 98.8 120.8

World Bank 8 21.2 28.1 307.1 356.3

Total 26 48.4 79.3 649.6 777.3

Source: GEF Secretariat, June 30, 2010.

Figure 3.1

SPA Financing by Agency
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Figure 3.2

Number of SPA Projects by Agency
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As the figures show, the majority of projects in 
the SPA portfolio are implemented across the 
Asian region, whether measured in terms of 
funding share ($17.7 million) or number of proj-
ects (nine). Five of the nine SPA projects imple-
mented in Asia are located in India, subprojects of 
the SLEM Partnership Program. Two other proj-
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ects are implemented at the national level in Sri 
Lanka and Kiribati, respectively. The remaining 
two Asian projects are regional studies on coastal 
and marine resources management implemented 
by ADB. In the African region, the portfolio 
includes two national projects implemented in 
Namibia and Mozambique, respectively; and two 
regional projects implemented by, respectively, 
UNDP and UNEP. The East European and Central 
Asian region is marked by the exclusive presence 
of nationally based SPA projects, located in Alba-
nia, Armenia, Hungary, and Tajikistan.

3.4	 Linkages of SPA Projects to the 
GEF Focal Areas
Because the underlying intent of the SPA initiative 
is the integration of adaptation into the GEF focal 
areas, understanding the linkages between the 
GEF SPA portfolio and the focal areas is critical. 
All SPA projects were required to address global 
environmental benefits in one or more of the GEF 

focal areas as well as making these “more robust 
and resilient” through adaptation measures. How-
ever, not all projects received cofinancing from 
the focal areas; only 12 projects within the portfo-
lio were cofinanced by the focal areas.

Figure 3.5 shows the distribution of SPA projects 
by focal area as determined by the evaluation 
team (see appendix J). This classification is linked 
to the global environmental benefits listed by the 
projects (table 3.1). Of the 26 SPA projects, 21 
were classified as biodiversity projects, 14 were 
found to address land degradation, and 5 were 
concerned with international waters. 

First, all SPA projects had to be labeled under the 
climate change focal area where the SPA fund-
ing resided.1 In addition, the expectation from the 
SPA guidelines (see chapter 4) was that the costs 

1  During GEF-4, the SPA resided under Climate 
Change Strategic Objective 8: Adaptation.
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required to achieve global environmental benefits 
would be covered from focal area funding, while the 
costs of making those global environmental benefits 
resilient (adaptation measures) would be funded out 
of the SPA. Thus, projects could be classified under 
more than one focal area (climate change/SPA and 
another focal area). As table 3.4 shows, however, not 
all SPA projects mobilized funding from the focal 
area in which they were claiming global environ-
mental benefits. Some projects only received fund-
ing from the SPA allocation, while others received—
in addition to SPA funding—cofinancing from one 
or more focal area allocations.

Table  3.4 lists the 12 projects that received 
cofinancing from one or more focal area: namely, 
biodiversity (6 projects; $21.3 million cofinanc-
ing), land degradation (7 projects; $28.2 million) 
and/or international waters (5 projects; $28.6 mil-
lion). It is noteworthy that the international waters 
focal area was the only one that had to cofinance all 
of its SPA projects. Furthermore, the international 
waters focal area portfolio consisted of fewer proj-
ects than those of other focal areas but disposed of 
the highest amount of focal area financing. 

3.5	 Thematic Coverage
To provide a more thorough understanding of the 
issues addressed by the SPA portfolio than the 
focal area distribution permits, the projects were 
classified according to their thematic coverage. 
The themes used for this analysis are those most 
typically found in work on adaptation program-
ming as well as the most frequently recurring 
issues in GEF projects; chief among these themes 
are the following:

zz Agriculture (crop enhancement, livestock 
enhancement, input management)

zz Land management (pasture management, ero-
sion control)

zz Water management (harvesting, mobilization, 
irrigation)

zz Natural parks and conservation (marine pro-
tected areas, legislation, management planning)

zz Biodiversity (species monitoring, habitat con-
servation, ecosystem rehabilitation, migratory 
species)

zz Health (monitoring, animal and human health, 
prevention, treatment)

zz Coastal zone management (erosion control, sea 
level rise management, coastal water manage-
ment, reforestation, infrastructure)

Figure  3.6 illustrates the distribution of these 
themes across the SPA portfolio, regardless of 
projects’ formal focal area classification. As 
shown, the themes that occurred most often 
were related to biodiversity (21 projects), land 
management (14 projects), water management 
(13 projects), and agriculture and coastal zone 
management (11 projects each). Other themes 
covered by the portfolio include fisheries (three 
projects), forests (two projects), and energy (two 
projects).

Figure 3.5

Distribution of SPA Projects by Focal Area
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Source: GEF Secretariat, June 30, 2010.

Note: The figure excludes the two global programs in the SPA port-
folio (the Adaptation Learning Mechanism and Community Based 
Adaptation), as these apply to all focal areas.
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Table 3.4

Focal Area Financing

GEF ID Project title
GEF 

Agency
Country / 

region
SPA 

funding 

Focal area funding Undetermined 
costs by focal 

area (PDF, 
PPG)

GEF costs 
(other 
focal 

areas)BD LD IW

2095 Sustainable Management of the Water 
Resources of the la Plata Basin 

UNEP Regional 1.1 11.4 11.4

2364 Integrated and Sustainable Man-
agement of Transboundary Water 
Resources: Amazon 

UNEP Regional 2.2 6.3 6.3

2753 Participatory Coastal Zone Restora-
tion and Sustainable Management: 
Sri Lanka

IFAD Sri Lanka 2.1 5.8 5.8

2889 Zambezi Valley Market Led Small-
holder Development

WB Mozam-
bique

1.7 5.5 5.5

3129 Conservation and Sustainable Use of 
Agro-biodiversity of Tajikistan

UNDP Tajikistan 1.1 1.1 1.1

3024 Sustainable Participatory Manage-
ment of Natural Resources in the Thar 
Desert Ecosystem

UNDP India 0.3 0.8 0.8

3470 Sustainable Rural Livelihood Security 
through Innovations in Land and 
Ecosystem Management 

WB India 3.0 2.4 2.7 5.1

3471 Sustainable Land, Water and Biodiver-
sity Conservation and Management in 
Uttarakhand 

WB India 0.3 3.4 4.5 7.9

3472 Integrated Land and Ecosystem Man-
agement in Madhya Pradesh

UNDP India 0.2 2.1 4.0 0.3 6.5

3589 Coastal and Marine Resources 
Management in the Coral Triangle: 
Southeast Asia 

ADB Regional 1.0 8.3 2.2 0.4 10.9

3591 Coastal and Marine Resources Man-
agement in the Coral Triangle of the 
Pacific

ADB Regional 1.0 3.9 4.2 0.3 8.5

3669 MENARID - Land and Water Optimiza-
tion Project

WB Tunisia 0.7 5.0 4.5 9.5

Total 21.3 14.7 28.1 28.7 1.0 79.3
Source: GEF Secretariat, June 30, 2010.

Note: WB = World Bank.

In addition, six projects cover issues related to 
mountains, six cover issues related to drylands, 
three cover issues related to islands, and three cover 
issues related to wetlands. This distribution makes 

for good representation of various vulnerable eco-
systems within the SPA portfolio, permitting the 
ability to draw interesting lessons from project 
implementation from an ecosystem perspective.
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3.6	 Portfolio Maturity and Project 
Lengths
More than half of the SPA portfolio is in its early 
stages, as shown in table 3.5. At the beginning of 
this evaluation, 11 projects had not yet started, 
4 were in an early start-up phase, 9 were at their 
midpoint, and only 2 had been completed. Conse-
quently, the actual adaptation measures contained 
in many of projects have still to materialize. As 
a young portfolio, the SPA has not yet generated 
lessons on the implementation of adaptation mea-
sures to any significant extent.

Figure 3.7 provides a more detailed breakdown 
of these projects, identifying their start and end 
dates as well as project duration. As shown, the 
oldest projects in the SPA portfolio are imple-

Table 3.5

Portfolio Maturity, by Country/Region 

Closed 
(2 projects, 8% of portfolio)

Midway +  
(9 projects, 35% of 

portfolio)

Start-up  
(4 projects, 15% of 

portfolio)
Not yet started (11 projects, 

42% of portfolio)

Kiribati (2543) Colombia (2019) Sri Lanka (2753) Regional (2095)

Hungary (2630) Regional (2552) Tajikistan (3129) Regional (2364)

Global (2557) Albania (3415) Yemen (3267)

Regional (2614) Armenia (3417) Regional (3589)

Regional (2752) Regional (3591)

Global (2557) Tunisia (3669)

Mozambique (2889) India (3024)

Namibia (2915) India (3882)

Uruguay (3134) India (3470)

India (3471)

India (3472)

Source: GEF Agencies.

Note: Numbers in parentheses are GEF project IDs.

Figure 3.6
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mented through UNDP and the World Bank; 
later projects are implemented through ADB, 
FAO, and IFAD, which were granted Implement-
ing Agency status more recently. The average 

length of the projects in the SPA portfolio is 3.5 
years. The longest SPA project is implemented 
through IFAD; this project is scheduled to close 
in 2016.

Figure 3.7

Date of Implementation and Duration of SPA Projects
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2630
2774
2915
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3415
3417
3472
2095
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2752
2019
2543
2552
2889
3470

Sources: GEF Agencies/SPA project documents.

Note: Dates include estimated implementation dates for projects not yet started. Data do not include projects 3267 and 3269.
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4.  Analysis of SPA Guidance

This chapter provides an analysis of the relevance 
and effectiveness of the SPA operational guide-
lines (GEF Council 2005); other aspects of the SPA 
guidance are assessed in chapter 5 (project design) 
and chapter 7 (SPA portfolio management).

More specifically, this chapter looks at the rel-
evance of the guidelines in relation to the GEF 
mandate; their relevance to the SPA portfolio; 
their effectiveness in terms of the extent to which 
the SPA has achieved its objectives, including 
learning; and the extent to which the SPA has con-
tributed to the integration of adaptation into GEF 
focal area strategies.

4.1  Key Elements of the SPA 
Operational Guidelines
The operational guidelines provide basic defini-
tions of the concepts and issues to be addressed 
through the SPA, basic requirements for proj-
ect design and eligibility, and review criteria and 
indicators. The basic requirements and eligibil-
ity criteria for SPA projects are the same as those 
applied to all GEF Trust Fund projects with regard 
to global environmental benefits, country owner-
ship, sustainability, replicability, and stakeholder 
participation.

An overall aim of the SPA pilot was to provide 
the GEF and its partners with valuable lessons 
and guidance on how to adapt to the impacts of 

climate change. The SPA emphasized opportuni-
ties for structural learning, and the guidelines 
include a knowledge management support pro-
gram: the Adaptation Learning Mechanism.

The SPA operational guidelines specify the two 
objectives of the SPA, which are to reduce cli-
mate change vulnerability and increase adaptive 
capacity. In this regard, the guidelines specify 
that “adaptation measures should be identified in 
Vulnerability and Adaptation assessments (V&A) 
and prepared using a rigorous scientific approach” 
(GEF Council 2005, p. 2).

The guidelines note that the SPA is intended to 
“support pilot and demonstration projects that 
address local adaptation needs and generate envi-
ronmental benefits in the GEF focal areas” (GEF 
Council 2005, p. 2). They go on to provide a num-
ber of examples of the types of activities supported 
in each of the focal areas.1 Global environmental 
benefits as defined in the SPA guidelines are the 
same as those identified in the GEF as a whole, and 
encompass activities that seek to reduce threats to 
global environmental benefits as well as activities 
that seek the enhancement of the status or trend 
of those benefits.

1  For example, in biodiversity “the reduced risks 
of global biodiversity loss.” See GEF Council (2005), 
pp. 3–5.
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The guidelines provide advice on the articulation 
of incremental reasoning under the SPA, speci-
fying that the SPA “will fund the incremental cost 
of the adaptation activities that ensure the deliv-
ery or protection of global environmental bene-
fits” (GEF Council 2005, p. 6) and of activities that 
improve the resilience of the systems involved. 
This is referred to as a “double increment,” wherein 
the first part of a GEF alternative scenario would 
be designed to produce global environmental 
benefits and a second would be designed to make 
these more resilient and robust. As stated in the 
guidelines, 

Only those costs associated with the second part of 
the alternative scenario…will be funded from the SPA. 
The cost associated with the first part of the alterna-
tive scenario…will be funded from the focal area allo-
cations (GEF Council 2005, p. 7).

The guidelines also recognize that 

in practice, it will be sufficient to separate the baseline 
from the alternative scenario and to make a strong case 
that…it increases the resilience to climate change and 
thereby ensures the generation of global environmen-
tal benefits in the focal area (GEF Council 2005, p. 7).

4.2	 Relevance of the SPA to the GEF 
Mandate
The relevance of the SPA guidelines to the GEF 
mandate can be determined by the extent to which 
the guidelines are linked, explicitly and implicitly, 
to the objectives pursued by the GEF at the time. 
It can also be determined from the analysis of 
the portfolio of projects and of their links to GEF 
focal area strategies and strategic and operational 
programs.

The evaluation found that the SPA guidelines 
were in line with and directly relevant to the GEF 
mandate (as guided by the global conventions), 
which is to produce or protect global environ-
mental benefits. This, in itself, stems from the 

SPA requirement that all SPA projects must con-
tribute to this objective. The SPA guidelines are 
also in accordance with GEF thinking at the time 
on incremental reasoning and on the distribution 
of incremental costs, as outlined above.

Analysis of project objectives reveals a high 
degree of relevance, with 22 projects providing an 
explicit link to the GEF mandate regarding global 
environmental benefits, and 4 providing a some-
what weaker, implicit link. In addition, 20 projects 
provided explicit links to focal area strategies and 
objectives.

4.3	 Relevance of the Portfolio
The relevance of the SPA portfolio in relation to 
the SPA guidance can be determined from the 
extent to which projects (and the portfolio as a 
whole) were developed in accordance with the 
spirit and letter of the operational guidelines.

In relation to the first key element of the guide-
lines, the evaluation found that all projects were 
consistent with the objectives of the SPA to reduce 
vulnerability and increase adaptive capacity. The 
majority of projects refer to available vulnerabil-
ity assessments, but all recognize that additional 
assessments would be necessary during the initial 
stages of implementation because of a lack of con-
text-specific information. The SPA guidelines may 
have been precipitate in assuming that sufficient 
information existed to design “stage 2” adaptation 
projects.

All projects are also in accord with the second 
key element of the SPA guidelines, in that they all 
propose pilot demonstration activities designed to 
test adaptation options or technologies. However, 
because of the lack of information noted above, 
these measures are described in a rather broad 
and general manner in their respective project 
documents.
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The third key element of the SPA guidelines, the 
articulation of incremental reasoning, may have 
been more difficult to realize in designing SPA 
projects. Project contributions to global environ-
mental benefits, although relatively well articu-
lated, are often not readily measurable; and many 
projects reported difficulties in the design of the 
“double increment” requirement (see section 5.2 
for more detail).

It should also be mentioned that, in keeping with 
the spirit of the SPA as a learning program, all 
projects include specific plans for learning and 
replication.

Finally, although the geographic composition of 
the portfolio does not reflect the original expecta-
tion presented in the SPA guidelines regarding a 
focus on Africa, the distribution of global environ-
mental benefits among projects (with the major-
ity in biodiversity followed by land degradation) is 
indeed in line with the expectations highlighted in 
the guidelines.

Regarding the funding allocations, as described in 
the previous chapter, fewer than half of the SPA 
projects (12) followed the requirement in the 
guidance that the global environmental benefits 
increment would be paid by focal area funding 
(as with any other GEF project) and the cost of 
adaptation measures through SPA funding. Nev-
ertheless, regardless of their funding source (SPA 
or focal area), all projects demonstrated genera-
tion of global environmental benefits (see chapter 
5 for further discussion on global environmental 
benefits).

4.4	 Effectiveness
The portfolio’s overall relatively early stage of 
implementation only allows this evaluation to 
draw limited conclusions regarding the achieve-
ment of the SPA’s objectives—to reduce climate 

change vulnerability and increase adaptive capac-
ity on the ground. However, the high degree of 
convergence between the objectives of the proj-
ects and the objectives of the SPA indicates that 
conditions are in place for achieving these objec-
tives in the long term. Chapter 6 provides some 
additional information on the effectiveness of the 
portfolio.

As a learning pilot within the GEF, the SPA has 
yet to achieve its full effectiveness, both because 
no portfolio monitoring of its design or imple-
mentation has taken place (see chapter  7) and 
because of the early state of implementation 
of the overall portfolio (only two projects have 
closed). Nonetheless, given that most projects 
will be under implementation for a few more 
years, there is an opportunity to begin a process 
of extracting lessons on how to integrate resil-
ience and adaptation into GEF focal area work. 
As projects become increasingly operational, les-
sons can be gathered on the integration of global 
environmental benefits and resilience, on the 
resilience of adaptation measures themselves, 
and on elements of success for adaptive capacity 
building. Capturing these lessons will require the 
creation of solid and systematic learning mech-
anisms that will allow for the extraction of key 
lessons at various stages of SPA implementation 
and progress. While the Adaptation Learning 
Mechanism was intended to serve this function, 
it has evolved into a different initiative serving 
a broader constituency and mandate. The SPA 
thus has yet to benefit from a dedicated learn-
ing mechanism as set forth in the operational 
guidelines.

4.5	 Adaptation and the GEF Focal 
Area Strategies
This section provides an overview of how con-
cepts and approaches related to adaptation have 
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been gradually included in the GEF focal area 
strategies over time, focusing on policy integra-
tion. Adaptation work in the focal areas was not 
assessed as part of this evaluation.

There is evidence that, over time, concepts and 
possible measures related to adaptation to climate 
change have been gradually included in the GEF 
focal area strategies. With the exclusion of the 
climate change focal area within which adapta-
tion was hosted until GEF-4 (as Strategic Prior-
ity 8), the most notable example can be found in 
the biodiversity focal area strategy. The GEF-3 
biodiversity strategic priorities include “support 
to demonstration projects that generate synergies 
between biodiversity, climate change, land deg-
radation and international waters.” The strategy 
further specifies “vulnerability and adaptation to 
global change” as an issue of particular interest 
for the focal area and GEF financial support (GEF 
Council 2003, p. 10).

The GEF-4 focal area strategy for biodiversity 
“identifies capacity building opportunities to help 
design resilient protected area systems that can 
continue to achieve their conservation objectives 
in the face of anticipated climate change” (GEF 
Council 2003, p. 10). Most notably, Goal 7 aims 
to “address challenges to biodiversity from cli-
mate change and pollution” and Target 7.1 seeks 
to “maintain and enhance resilience of the compo-
nents of biodiversity to adapt to climate change” 
(GEF Council 2003, p. 18). However, the strategy 
also states that “the GEF will support adaptation 
components through the climate change focal area 
in all projects, when needed.” The expectation in 
GEF-4 was that adaptation components would be 
funded through the SPA. This evaluation found, 
when reviewing selected non-SPA projects (see 
section 5.3), that integration has indeed taken 
place, particularly in projects approved in the later 
years of GEF-4.

The GEF-5 focal area strategy in biodiversity fur-
ther integrates adaptation, now quite explicitly, 
stating that 

developing climate-resilient protected area systems 
remains a challenge for most protected area manag-
ers because the scientific understanding and technical 
basis for informed decision making on adaptation or 
resiliency measures is its nascent stages. To help over-
come these technical challenges, GEF will support the 
development and integration of adaptation and resil-
ience management measures as part of protected area 
management projects (GEF 2009, p. 10).

The strategies for land degradation and inter-
national waters also integrate concepts related 
to resilience and/or adaptation to climate change. 
For example, with respect to land degradation, the 
GEF-4 strategy notes that 

actions will contribute to national programs in the 
field of natural resources management, including sus-
tainable forest management, adaptation to climate 
change…to bring mutual benefits to the global envi-
ronment and local livelihoods (GEF Council 2007b, 
p. 44).

The international waters GEF-4 strategy states 
that “where capacity is built to work jointly in 
transboundary surface and groundwater basins, 
GEF will support among other things an increased 
resilience to fluctuating climatic regimes” (GEF 
Council 2007b, p. 65).

Adaptation was one of the strategic objectives in 
the climate change GEF-4 focal area, and the 
GEF-4 document states that 

the GEF will demonstrate its impact on adaptation 
through decreased vulnerability and increased capac-
ity to adapt to the adverse impacts of climate change 
among its program countries. The indicator for this 
impact will be based upon demonstration of increased 
resilience to climate change in GEF program countries. 
For the GEF-4 replenishment period, the overall goal in 
adaptation is to expand the range of experiences with 
adaptation in order to improve global understand-
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ing of the challenges brought on by climate change, 
including variability (GEF Council 2007b, p. 29).

It further states that 

during GEF-4, the GEF will develop screening tools so 
that all future projects supported by the GEF will miti-
gate the risks associated with future climate change. In 
this regard, all GEF-supported projects will be made 
climate-resilient. Throughout GEF-4 all projects pre-
sented for CEO endorsement will be required to con-
sider the impacts of climate change on their results and 
to modify their design to be more resilient to climate 
change. All projects are expected to combine technical 
assistance and capacity building with concrete actions. 
A premium will be placed on project-based learn-
ing opportunities and ensuring balanced coverage of 
regions and sectors (GEF Council 2007b, p. 29).

During the most recent GEF replenishment pro-
cess, it was agreed that specific funding for adap-
tation would not be provided from the GEF Trust 
Fund. The decision was made that the GEF would 
provide specific funding for activities related to 
adaptation from existing and future funds dedi-
cated to this subject, such as the LDCF and the 
SCCF. Nevertheless, as noted above, the GEF-5 
strategies for all focal areas indicate that adapta-
tion and resilience to climate change are issues 
that need to be integrated in the design of proj-
ects financed by the GEF Trust Fund. Adaptation 

is therefore considered a cross-cutting issue under 
GEF-5.

This evaluation found evidence that the integration 
of adaptation or mainstreaming has occurred at a 
strategic policy level and that some GEF-4 projects 
have included adaptation concepts in their design. 
However, a number of factors may prevent main-
streaming from becoming fully effective:

zz Tangible mechanisms for operationalizing this 
integration, such as the adaptation screening 
tools, are not yet in place, even though this was 
suggested as early as GEF-4.

zz There is still limited capacity regarding adap-
tation throughout the GEF system, including 
within the GEF Secretariat, the GEF Agencies, 
the countries, and other possible project pro-
ponents.

zz Gaps remain in the scientific knowledge related 
to potential climate change impacts, and pos-
sible adaptation measures in the various GEF 
global environmental benefit domains.

zz The GEF system affords limited incentives to 
take climate change impacts and adaptation 
issues into account, particularly given that the 
resources to deal with the demands of each 
focal area are already limited.
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5.  Project Design Analysis

This chapter provides an analysis of the major ele-
ments of project design as articulated in the SPA 
guidelines. The chapter ends with a brief com-
parative study between the design of SPA projects 
and similar GEF-4 non-SPA projects from the 
perspective of climate change resilience.

5.1	 Project Composition and 
Typology
An analysis of project activities reveals that most 
SPA projects are comprised of similar types of 
interventions and are constructed in similar ways, 
regardless of region, focal area, or theme. In gen-
eral, they also follow a model similar to other GEF 
projects, as can be seen from the comparative anal-
ysis in section 5.3, and as would be expected, since 
normal GEF project requirements were applied to 
the SPA portfolio as well. In fact, all SPA projects 
are GEF Trust Fund projects in their own right. 

The set of interventions and major outcomes 
found in SPA project designs can be classified into 
three categories (policy, regulatory, and institu-
tional activities; technical capacity development 
and assessments; and on-the-ground pilot adap-
tation measures) and two cross-cutting elements 
(knowledge management and capacity building).

zz Policy, regulatory, and institutional activi-
ties. These include training, policy revisions, 
and regulatory activities to ensure that climate 

change considerations are taken into account in 
future planning. These activities are targeted at 
establishing enabling conditions for immediate 
as well as long-term adaptation.

zz Technical capacity development and assess-
ments. These include vulnerability assess-
ments, climate models, or climate impact 
assessments designed to provide technical tools 
for adaptation. While targeted toward govern-
ment institutions, these activities are pragmati-
cally focused and usually allow for a transition 
toward on-the-ground measures.

zz On-the-ground pilot adaptation measures. 
Most projects in the SPA portfolio contain 
pilot demonstrations of adaptation measures 
(practices, technologies, approaches) working 
on the ground with vulnerable communities 
and ecosystems. Although these measures tend 
to be broadly defined in the projects, they usu-
ally consist of modifications to natural resource 
management, ecosystem rehabilitation, and 
some light infrastructural works. Given the 
relative weight of the SPA contribution to total 
project budgets (6 percent overall), the adapta-
tion portions of the SPA projects are quite lim-
ited in scope. These pilot demonstrations are 
thus usually localized, and the investment-type 
activities limited.

zz Knowledge management. All the projects in 
the SPA portfolio contain a plan for gathering 
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and disseminating lessons learned which cor-
responds to an objective of the SPA itself as well 
as to current practice in project development. 
Knowledge management measures included in 
project design were either limited to the proj-
ect itself (a project Web site or an awareness 
campaign) or extended to regional and global 
audiences (adaptation learning mechanism, 
regional forums).

zz Capacity building. This second cross-cutting 
element takes various forms depending on 
whether it is being applied at the policy, tech-
nical, or on-the-ground level. Capacity-build-
ing project measures include training, policy 
revisions, local mobilization, and activities 
designed to strengthen livelihoods for adaptive 
capacity.

5.2	 Assessments of Elements of 
Project Design
The SPA operational guidelines indicate a series of 
elements to be included in project design. The first 
and most important element is that these projects 
are required to “address local adaptation needs 
and generate global environmental benefits” (GEF 
Council 2005, p. 2).

In addition to this fundamental requirement, 
projects are supposed to “build upon or incor-
porate a rigorous methodology to assess climate 
change vulnerability, identify adaptation mea-
sures and integrate them into policy planning, as 
well as generate global environmental benefits” 
(GEF Council 2005, p. 6). Projects should also be 
designed to respond to current and future climate 
risks and variability, and be designed around the 
best available scientific methodologies and partic-
ipatory processes. Other normal GEF criteria for 
project design were also expected to be fulfilled in 
SPA projects, such as cost-effectiveness and coun-
try drivenness.

To be eligible for SPA funding, projects had to 
demonstrate two key elements as well as meet the 
normal GEF requirement for generation of global 
environmental benefits: a climate change and vul-
nerability rationale for the project, and articula-
tion of adaptation measures.

Generation of Global Environmental 
Benefits
As shown in table 5.1, the SPA guidelines highlight 
the types of global environmental benefits to be 
expected from SPA projects. SPA projects should 

Table 5.1

Global Environmental Benefits as Expected in the SPA Guidelines by Focal Area
Focal area Benefits

Biodiversity yy Reduced risks of global biodiversity loss
yy Enhanced protection of ecosystems and species
yy Increased sustainability in the use of biodiversity

Climate change yy Reduction or avoidance of emissions through energy efficiency and renewable sources of energy

International waters yy Global environmental benefits accrue through addressing transboundary concerns, using, for 
example, habitat restoration, joint basin management, reduction of pollution, integrated water 
resource management, and integrated coastal zone management

Land degradation yy Preservation, conservation, and restoration of structure and functional integrity of ecosystems
yy Reduction of carbon dioxide emissions and improved carbon sequestration
yy Stabilization of sediment storage and release in water bodies

POPs yy Reduction and elimination of releases of POPs
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support activities that aim at improving the sta-
tus or trend of the global environmental benefits 
specified as well as reduce threats that may affect 
them.

Most projects in the SPA portfolio succeeded 
in identifying global environmental benefits, 
although some definitions were clearer than oth-
ers. The types of global environmental benefits 
identified in SPA projects are those that are also 
usually identified in typical GEF projects, in line 
with focal area strategies, strategic objectives, and 
operational programs.

As mentioned earlier, most SPA projects (21) 
claim global environmental benefits in the bio-
diversity area, whereas 14 projects claim global 
environmental benefits in the land degradation 
area. Table 5.2 presents a sample of the most-cited 
global environmental benefits in SPA projects.

Based on a review of global environmental ben-
efits in all SPA projects, this evaluation concludes 
that all SPA projects are well anchored within 
GEF practice, guidance, and policies. The evalu-
ation also notes that the type of global environ-
mental benefits to be expected from projects that 

Table 5.2

Frequently Cited Global Environmental Benefits/Reduction of Threats of SPA Projects by Theme
Theme Benefit/threat reduction

Biological resources (biodiversity, 
ecosystem services, and so on)

yy Conservation of plant agrobiodiversity
yy Conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, species conservation in biodiversity 
hotspots (plants and animals)

yy Conservation of species available for crop improvement
yyMaintenance or restoration of habitat integrity
yy Reduction of losses in coral reefs, sea grass beds and islands
yyWetland species conservation
yy Improved management of protected areas
yy Ecosystem integrity

Forests (deforestation, carbon 
sequestration, buffer zones)

yyMaintenance of forest resilience
yy Avoided deforestation
yy Avoided fragmentation
yy Avoided fire or fire control and management
yy Carbon sequestration
yyMaintenance of ecosystem services such as water retention, filtration, agricultural 
productivity and habitat

yy Key ecosystem integrity (forests, coral reefs, mangroves) and services
yy  Maintenance of ecological buffer zones

Water management (water ecosys-
tems, water availability, and so on)

yyWatershed integrity
yy Protection of coral reefs and marine biodiversity

Land management (agriculture, 
soil management, carbon seques-
tration, erosions prevention)

yyMaintenance of soil fertility
yy Reduced land degradation
yy Reduced erosion
yy Carbon sequestration
yy Carbon sequestration in biomass
yy Improved land productivity
yy Reduced coastal erosion
yy Carbon stocks in soil and biota
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respond to possible climate change are not differ-
ent from those of generic GEF projects, indicating 
a potentially strong linkage (and potential opera-
tional convergence) between resilience and global 
environmental benefits.

Climate Change and Vulnerability 
Rationale
The analysis of SPA projects using the project 
review protocol developed for this evaluation 
reveals that, while all the projects do provide a cli-
mate change rationale, the degree to which these 
arguments are developed according to scientific 
and participatory principles varies greatly.1 For 
example, 17 projects provided some evidence of 
a scientific approach to vulnerability assessment, 
but 11 projects provided no evidence of participa-
tory processes (for climate assessments or other-
wise), and 7 projects had no reference to climate 
change scenarios.

The project review protocol also examined the 
extent to which project narratives provided 
empirical or theoretical evidence of climate risks. 
Half of the projects provided empirical and theo-
retical evidence of climate risks, all projects clearly 
identified future climate risks, and the majority of 
projects responded to current climate variability 
(92 percent). Upon further examination, the argu-
mentation of climate threats and vulnerability 
in the majority of projects remained at a generic 
level and presented low levels of scientific rigor.

The SPA operational guidelines require that “proj-
ects submitted under the SPA must…build upon 
or incorporate a rigorous methodology to assess 
climate change vulnerability” and “demonstrate a 
structured, methodological approach to the iden-

1  At least as far as was discernible from the docu-
ments used for Council approval, which were the basis 
for this evaluation.

tification of climate vulnerability and appropriate 
response measures in two steps” (GEF Council 
2005, p. 6). Eighty-seven percent of the projects 
referred to national communications or national 
adaptation programs of action, and most of the 
project documents indicated that a vulnerability 
assessment would be conducted during the proj-
ect’s implementation. However, in most cases, 
there is no evidence that any form of participatory 
vulnerability assessment was undertaken as part 
of the project design.

These trends hint at a generalized limitation of 
information among project developers regarding 
vulnerability to climate change at the country level 
at the time the SPA projects were being designed, 
as opposed to a generally good understanding of 
the baseline conditions and a sound anchoring of 
projects in national processes and policies. This 
varies by focal area, as revealed by a cross-sectoral 
analysis of the project review protocols. For exam-
ple, the degree to which empirical evidence of 
climate change was present in project design was 
lower in projects classified in the biodiversity or 
international waters focal area. Box 5.1 provides an 
example of a sound, empirically based argument 
that links climate change to global environmental 
benefits. As mentioned earlier, not all SPA projects 
provided information to such a degree of detail.

Selection of Adaptation Measures
The limited level of information or understand-
ing of climate change vulnerability and impacts 
may also have had implications on the selection 
of adaptation options or measures. In most of the 
projects (18), it was not possible to say whether the 
adaptation measures were selected from among a 
broader menu of options, or if they were selected 
based on common knowledge. Adaptation prac-
tice today indicates that for any given vulnerability, 
a host of adaptation options can exist, which can 
be calibrated to the specific context. This knowl-
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edge may not have existed at the time the first 
SPA projects were being designed. This deficiency 
may have been due to a lack of information about 
specific vulnerabilities and/or about the means by 
which to design successful adaptation options.

The rationale for selecting adaptation options 
was not always clearly demonstrated in the proj-

ect documentation. In many cases, the types of 
adaptation measures selected were similar to 
measures that would be applied regardless of 
climate change (see the comparative analysis 
of non-SPA projects in appendix G and section 
6.3 for further detail). For example, 10 projects 
provided clear technical evidence to support the 
selection of the proposed adaptation options, 
whereas most other projects did not provide a 
justification. This made it difficult for the evalu-
ation to analyze the adaptation rationales under-
lying project design.

The project documents for the Albanian SPA proj-
ect Identification and Implementation of Adapta-
tion Response Measures in the Drini-Mati River 
Deltas (GEF ID 3415) provides an example of a 
rationale for the selection of adaptation options in 
the biodiversity sector: 

The primary goal of adaptation in the biodiversity 
sector therefore should be to ensure that natural 
ecosystems are able to respond to climate change 
to the limits of their capabilities, by reducing or 
removing existing pressures. It is also possible to 
adopt policies and practices which directly assist 
species in adjusting to climate change, for example 
by designating and protecting migration corridors, 
strengthening existing management regimes within 
and outside protected areas to enhance resilience of 
the ecosystem by focusing on species that are more 
vulnerable and sensitive to climate change, and 
monitoring of biodiversity, particularly since plant 
and animal populations serve as barometers of eco-
system integrity. It is in this sense that existing base-
line programming can be enhanced to ensure that 
pressures are minimized more than they would be in 
the baseline scenario through additional adaptation 
response measures.

As seen in this example, the adaptation measures 
consist of reducing pressures on an ecosystem; 
however, the measures themselves are identified 
at a high level (strengthening existing manage-
ment regimes).

Box 5.1

An Example of Climate Change 
Argumentation in SPA Projects
The following extract is taken from the project design 
document for Implementing Pilot Climate Change 
Adaptation Measures in Coastal Areas of Uruguay (GEF 
ID 3134): 

Based on data provided by assessments of climate 
change and variability impacts in the coastal areas of 
Uruguay, long-term trends for changes in the coastal cli-
mate and environment have already been verified. Some 
of these changes are a 200 mm increase in annual rainfall 
in Montevideo since 1883, particularly during the period 
1961–1990; an increase of 0.5°C in air temperature and 
a decrease of 0.5 mm Hg in atmospheric pressure; an 
increasing trend in mean summer temperatures in the 
period 1961–1990; a 30  percent increase in the stream 
flow to the La Plata River during the last decades and a 
reduction in mean annual salinity along the Uruguayan 
coast… Predicted climate changes will occur to different 
degrees in the different areas of this complex marine-estu-
arine ecosystem and will thus have differential effects on 
biodiversity… In summary, the projected climate change 
will exacerbate the impacts of current threats on coastal 
and marine biodiversity, either by magnifying current 
sources of stress…or directly by the progressive destruc-
tion or impoverishment of habitat and species. Baseline 
measures to conserve coastal ecosystems, to ameliorate 
land degradation, enhance the resilience of biodiversity, 
reduce sedimentation or coastal erosion, and improve 
livelihoods in the short term, are likely to be undermined 
by climate change and its impacts in the medium to long 
term. The result is that the coping range of key coastal 
ecosystems will be exceeded and considerable losses of 
coastal assets and globally significant biodiversity can be 
expected, in particular regarding coastal wetlands and 
marine biodiversity. Therefore, under projected climate 
change scenarios, additional action will be required to 
strengthen the current baseline actions for the protection 
of coastal and marine biodiversity.
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Adaptation Options
One of the key objectives of the present evalua-
tion was to assess the relevance, effectiveness, 
and results of the adaptation measures in the 
SPA. Specifically, the evaluation was to provide an 
assessment of adaptation measures in the design 
of projects and the effectiveness of those that 
started implementation.

The evaluation found that it was too early to be 
able to draw any conclusions regarding the effec-
tiveness of adaptation options on the ground 
given the status of implementation progress of 
most measures. Therefore, the evaluation focused 
on the type, nature, and selection of adaptation 
options as contained in the project design docu-
mentation. The following summarizes this aspect 
of the evaluation, and also presents a brief discus-
sion of the risks of maladaptation in SPA projects. 
An examination of adaptation measures being 
implemented is in chapter 6.

Based on the information available from project 
design documents, adaptation measures—mea-
sures designed to reduce vulnerability and build 
adaptive capacity and to increase the resilience of 
global environmental benefits—contained in the 
SPA projects at the design stage can be catego-
rized into three broad groups:

zz Measures designed to target policy, planning 
and regulatory frameworks, for example, to 
provide an enabling framework for environ-
mental benefits and adaptation or to address 
natural resource management policies

zz Measures designed to strengthen techni-
cal capacity, for example, measures designed 
to provide a better understanding of climate 
impacts and vulnerability, including scientific 
capacity building

zz Measures designed to implement or pilot on-
the-ground applications of adaptation tech-

nologies, including physical works and modi-
fied natural resource management practices.

Based on these categories, table 5.3 lists the most 
frequently cited intervention activities noted in 
the project design documents. These measures 
could easily be found in regular GEF projects as 
well as development projects. It appears, there-
fore, that it is primarily the intention with which 
a measure is being implemented that differenti-
ates an adaptation measure from other measures. 
Similar measures may also be implemented in 
different manners, depending on whether or not 
climate resilience is being considered. In and of 
themselves, these measures can be considered as 
“no-regrets” measures that are expected to pro-
vide development and adaptation benefits regard-
less of the climate change scenario.

Another conclusion that can be drawn from 
this analysis is that at the time of project design, 
knowledge of adaptation measures was theoreti-
cal. The lack of technical precision provided in 
the project documentation at the design stage 
supports this conclusion when compared to the 
design documents of later projects (non-SPA), 
which often contain a higher degree of technical 
detail. For instance, it is now possible to find GEF 
and non-GEF projects that specify the species to 
be used for replanting and therefore justify their 
resilience, whereas few of the SPA projects pro-
vided this level of detail at the design stage.

Another interesting finding is that the adapta-
tion measures are also similar across focal areas 
and themes. This can be attributed to the fact that 
projects in the SPA have tended to blend multiple 
themes together, or it could be the result of a set of 
underlying assumptions regarding the root causes 
of vulnerability to climate change. As can be seen 
above, most adaptation measures target natural 
resource uses and management practices at differ-
ent levels (local community level to policy level). 
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The underlying assumption is that an optimal 
means to reduce vulnerability is to change human 
behavior. This may seem obvious; however, eco-
system-based approaches to adaptation that focus 
on restoring ecosystem services (regardless of 
human use, but usually inclusively) have begun to 
emerge and are being piloted and implemented in 
various places. The ecosystem approach has the 
same result but a different entry point for adaptive 
measures.

The evaluation found that there was limited evi-
dence that adaptation measures were selected 
on the basis of dedicated vulnerability assess-
ments or on the basis of broader lists of options 
from which to choose. Project documents pro-
vided limited technical details on the adaptation 
options selected, making it difficult to understand 
their precise nature. For example, an adaptation 
measure included in a project might have been 
formulated as “enhanced land management prac-
tices” without specifying the aspects of land man-

agement involved or the specific type of change 
sought by the project.

To draw lessons on climate resilience, the evalu-
ation considered how project design dealt with 
risks, trade-offs, and potential maladaptation. 
While the limited technical details provided pre-
vented determination of risks of maladaptation in 
any given project, it can be concluded from this 
assessment of adaptation measures at the design 
stage that the measures selected in SPA projects 
are for the most part “no-regret” measures—
meaning that they would provide a benefit (devel-
opment, environment, or adaptation) regardless 
of climate change. This indicates that trade-offs 
among the three benefit areas may not be neces-
sary under the GEF and that “win-win-win” sce-
narios are highly possible.

Additional details on the specifics of each adap-
tation measure might help provide better insight 
into the risks of maladaptation. None of the proj-
ects include mechanisms by which the adaptation 

Table 5.3

Most Frequently Cited Adaptation Interventions in the SPA Portfolio by Type
Type Intervention

Policy, planning, 
and regulatory

Local development planning, land use planning that integrates CC [climate change], interministerial 
coordination, awareness raising, local risk management and planning, mainstreaming, policy analysis 
and review, bottom-up planning processes, ICZM [integrated coastal zone management] planning, land 
use planning, zoning, coordination.

Technical capacity Extension services, training, seasonal forecast and climate predictions, seed insurance schemes, climate 
modeling, inventories (agro-biodiversity), early warning, risk mapping, hazard mapping (droughts and 
floods), remote sensing, construction guidelines, zoning, manuals and guidelines on adaptation, disaster 
risk management, awareness raising, mainstreaming, sand extraction bans, flora and fauna inventories, 
methodology development and vulnerability assessments, modeling, research, protected area manage-
ment and extension, risk assessment, global ocean observing system and SLR [sea level rise] monitoring, 
hydrological assessments and models, including groundwater assessments, decision support tools.

On the ground Water harvesting, improved grazing, improved post harvest management, improved tillage, terracing, 
stress resistant varieties (crops and livestock), reforestation, afforestation and revegetation, irrigation, 
crop rotation, watershed management, fuelwood plantation, alternative energies, economic diversifi-
cation, fire management and alert, invasive species eradication, mangrove restoration, agro-forestry, 
sand beach restoration, structural protection measures, climate monitoring and analysis, construction 
guidelines, risk analysis methods, beach nourishment, groynes and revetments, sand dune stabilization 
through revegetation, soil conservation, mangrove reforestation, waste management, coral reef co-
management, integrated water management, irrigation.

Note: This information is extracted from project documents and is reproduced here unedited. 



40 	 Evaluation of the GEF Strategic Priority for Adaptation

measures themselves are examined for resilience. 
A scientific assessment of implemented adapta-
tion measures under SPA projects, performed at a 
later stage of implementation, may provide useful 
information.

For example, where water harvesting is proposed 
as a solution to current or emerging drought pat-
terns, such an assessment could determine the 
margin within which the technology will remain 
viable, and help inform the choice or manner in 
which the technology is applied. Another example 
might be that where reforestation is proposed as 
an adaptation measure, this type of analysis could 
help inform the choice of species before imple-
mentation of the measure.

The Double Increment
The SPA operational guidelines outline the prin-
ciple of the “double increment” whereby the 
activities designed to produce or protect global 
environmental benefits would comprise the first 
increment, and the second increment would 
derive from the requirement to “ensure the robust-
ness and resilience” of the global environmental 
benefits (GEF Council 2005, p. 7). The agreement 
was that costs associated with the first increment 
would be funded by the GEF focal areas and those 
associated with the second increment would be 
funded by the SPA pilot.

SPA project design seems to have been more 
complicated than regular GEF project design 
due to the requirement to articulate the double 
layer of incremental reasoning—an observa-
tion confirmed through interviews during this 
evaluation. According to many of the interview-
ees, this requirement was a constraint on project 
design, as well as on the selection of adaptation 
measures, because it appeared to limit the scope 
of possible activities as well as because of limited 
capacity to deal with adaptation issues. Nonethe-

less, most projects linked adaptation measures to 
potential global environmental benefits, at least 
theoretically.

It should be noted that the definition and analy-
sis of incremental cost evolved in the GEF during 
the preparation of the SPA projects. Over time, 
requirements went from a traditional application 
of incremental cost calculations to a more flexible 
form of incremental reasoning. For example, in 
many of the SPA projects, the incremental reason-
ing was focused on providing a rationale for adap-
tation funding, without necessarily separating 
costs as would be expected under the traditional 
application of the term.

The analysis of the SPA portfolio revealed that 
project proponents handled the double incre-
mentality reasoning in a number of different ways. 
In some projects, the adaptation measures were 
applied directly to the activities targeting global 
environmental benefits (to make the global envi-
ronmental benefits more resilient). In other cases, 
the logic of the project required that the adapta-
tion measure focus on increasing local adaptive 
capacity or on removing a human-induced threat 
to the global environmental benefits. In a few 
cases, some projects included some adaptation 
measures that bore no link to global environmen-
tal benefits (though all projects contained at least 
a theoretical articulation of global environmental 
benefits).

For example, the Albanian Identification and 
Implementation of Adaptation Response Mea-
sures in the Drini-Mati River Deltas project 
proposes expansion of the existing network of 
protected areas to secure biodiversity global envi-
ronmental benefits as well as measures designed 
to remove human-induced threats to those ben-
efits (such as deforestation and uncontrolled land 
use). These activities are supplemented by adap-
tation measures designed to make the protected 
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areas more resilient to climate change: extension 
of the zones, modifications to the management 
regimes, as well as some rehabilitation of fragile 
ecosystems. The adaptation measures are applied 
directly to the global environmental benefits and 
to the threats affecting them.

Adaptation to Climate Change—Responding to 
Coastline Change and Its Human Dimensions 
in West Africa through Integrated Coastal Area 
Management provides an example of a project 
in which adaptation measures are applied to the 
threats that are affecting global environmental 
benefits. This regional project includes measures 
designed to develop alternative livelihoods and 
energies in order to reduce pressures on forests 
and mangroves, alongside a set of adaptation 
measures designed to respond to coastal erosion 
and sea level rise due to climate change (bar-
rages, beach nourishment, and protection). The 
measures relating to alternative livelihoods are 
designed as supportive activities to the adapta-
tion measures, but they also produce global envi-
ronmental benefits and enhance local adaptive 
capacity.

An example of an adaptation measure bearing 
a less evident link to either the enhancement of 
global environmental benefits or the reduction of 
threats could be household rainwater harvesting 
which, on its own, may reduce community vulner-
ability but has limited links to global environmen-
tal benefits. This measure appears in a number of 
projects (although never in isolation), including 
two in India (Sustainable Participatory Manage-
ment of Natural Resources to Promote Ecosystem 
Health and Resilience in the Thar Desert Ecosys-
tem, GEF ID 3024; and Sustainable Rural Liveli-
hood Security through Innovations in Land and 
Ecosystem Management, GEF ID 3470), one in 
Tajikistan (Sustaining Agricultural Biodiversity in 
the Face of Climate Change, GEF ID 3129), and 

one in Yemen (Adaptation to Climate Change 
Using Agrobiodiversity Resources in the Rain Fed 
Highlands of Yemen, GEF ID 3267).

The examples presented here are illustrative of 
the type of project design challenges faced by 
SPA projects and indicate the sometimes artifi-
cial nature of the proposed double increment. In 
very few cases was this double increment actu-
ally calculated, since the activities and compo-
nents designed to enhance the global environ-
mental benefits became mixed with the activities 
designed as adaptation measures. This is particu-
larly true for projects entailing natural resource 
management or community development, where 
many of the activities designed to enhance global 
environmental benefits also have a positive effect 
on adaptation to climate change.

These observations were confirmed through 
interviews with key project stakeholders, who 
noted that the articulation of the double incre-
mentality concept was a rather intellectual exer-
cise that did not always yield consequences on 
the ground. As was seen during the field visit, the 
lines between development, global environmental 
benefits, and adaptation measures tend to become 
blurry at the local level. Further, measures that are 
designed to reduce community vulnerability—
even though they may indirectly contribute to 
reducing pressure on the environment—can easily 
be confounded with regular development activi-
ties. In addition, in most SPA projects, the adap-
tation measures are not different from regular 
development measures or from those that would 
be applied in a normal GEF project (see section 
5.3 for a comparative analysis).

Participatory Processes and Capacity 
Building
An examination of the project documentation at 
the design stage provides no substantive indica-
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tion that significant participatory processes took 
place during project design. A little less than half 
of the projects provide clear evidence of partici-
patory vulnerability assessment. In addition, there 
was clear, explicit evidence of stakeholder par-
ticipation in project design in half of the projects; 
others provided only indirect references to con-
sultations and stakeholders. Insufficient evidence 
thus exists that opportunities for capacity building 
were provided during project design through par-
ticipatory processes.

However, many of the projects used national com-
munications or national adaptation programs of 
action as a basis for the vulnerability assessments 
that informed the SPA project design. 

Finally, all projects ranked high in terms of coun-
try ownership and linkage to national policies and 
priorities, indicating that projects were well artic-
ulated to baseline conditions and were based on a 
good understanding of prevailing conditions.

M&E Systems
The SPA operational guidelines state that project 
outputs will be monitored by a double set of indi-
cators that measure progress in addressing adap-
tation and the generation of global environmental 
benefits. The guidelines also note that monitoring 
and evaluation “will form a critical component of 
all SPA initiatives” (GEF Council 2005, p. 8).

An assessment of the indicators of the M&E 
frameworks for all projects in the SPA portfolio 
at design was undertaken during this evaluation.2 

2  All 26 projects were included, except the 2 new 
ADB projects, which had not yet developed M&E 
frameworks with indicators (Coastal and Marine 
Resources Management in the Coral Triangle: South-
east Asia, GEF ID 3589; and Coastal and Marine 
Resources Management in the Coral Triangle of the 
Pacific, GEF ID 3591).

Following is a summary of the findings of this 
analysis. The assessment is limited to the infor-
mation available in the frameworks at the design 
stage and does not evaluate how effectively these 
frameworks have been executed.

Overall, the quality and elaboration of M&E 
frameworks varied greatly across the SPA portfo-
lio. Some frameworks—such as those for UNDP’s 
Community Based Adaptation Programme and 
its West African regional Adaptation to Climate 
Change project, and UNEP’s Integrated and Sus-
tainable Management of Transboundary Water 
Resources in the Amazon River Basin (GEF ID 
2364)—were highly developed and detailed, 
including information on baseline data, sources 
of verification, precise indicator measurement, 
target values and dates, assumptions, and risks. 
Among the more elaborated M&E frameworks, 
some included good operational protocols includ-
ing responsibility for data collection, data collec-
tion instruments and methods, and data collec-
tion frequency. Descriptions of other frameworks 
were of a more summary nature, spanning just 
one or two pages. Many of these noted that core 
indicators would be further developed during 
the inception phase and instead focused mainly 
on outcome indicators (for example, the UNDP-
implemented project in Tajikistan). Few of these 
more abbreviated M&E frameworks contained 
detailed operational protocols.

The evaluation found a good mix of indicators at 
various levels (output, process, outcomes, impact) 
in the SPA projects; however, these were not 
always SMART and could be enhanced in that 
regard.3 The combination and complementarity 

3  SMART indicators are specific; measurable; 
achievable and attributable; relevant and realistic; and 
time-bound, timely, trackable, and targeted.
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of indicators also play an important a role in the 
M&E system as a whole.

Limited information is currently available from 
the SPA portfolio as to what works well in terms of 
M&E frameworks and indicators, and what leads 
to difficulties during project implementation. A 
comprehensive M&E assessment is therefore sug-
gested as the SPA portfolio matures.

There was no portfolio monitoring put in place at 
the time of the creation of the SPA pilot, mainly 
due to resource constraints. Therefore, there are 
no standardized indicators to be aggregated from 
the portfolio, and the M&E frameworks vary 
greatly in terms of indicators, quality, and cover-
age. This lack of standardization translates into a 
difficulty in measuring the GEF’s progress in its 
adaptation work as a whole. While it may be too 
late for the SPA portfolio, the obvious solution 
would be to develop an appropriate standardized 
framework for the remaining Adaptation Funds, 
namely, the LDCF and the SCCF. Development 
of such a framework is already under way by the 
GEF Secretariat, but has yet to be finalized and 
operational.

5.3	 Comparative Project Analysis
An analysis comparing SPA and non-SPA projects 
was conducted to provide additional insight into 
project design and development. Below is a sum-
mary of the findings of this analysis; the full report 
and related data can be found in appendix G.

The analysis found that all SPA projects pro-
posed, as part of their adaptive options, a set of 
enhanced, strengthened, or new natural resource 
management approaches. Based on the analyzed 
sample of non-SPA projects, similar approaches 
appear to have been implemented for other GEF 
projects where the single objective was the pro-
tection or creation of global environmental ben-

efits. This indicates that addressing the human-
induced causes of environmental degradation is 
a necessary element of any GEF project, regard-
less of whether the project’s primary intention is 
addressing climate change or global environmen-
tal benefits.

Furthermore, similar activities can be found in 
both SPA and non-SPA projects; these are called 
pilot adaptation measures when specified in the 
former. For example, the provision of non-biomass 
energy sources to reduce deforestation appears in 
at least four SPA projects as a pilot demonstration 
activity for adaptation; it is featured at a larger 
scale in non-SPA projects.

Climate-specific enabling interventions inte-
grated in SPA projects include vulnerability 
assessments and mapping, climate modeling, and 
down-scaling. These would not normally be part 
of other GEF projects unless they sought to inte-
grate climate change. For example, the non-SPA 
UNEP project SPWA—Evolution of PA Systems 
with Regard to Climatic, Institutional, Social and 
Economic Conditions in the West Africa Region 
includes climate threats in its diagnostic and 
therefore includes the measures mentioned above.

Activities used for capacity building are also simi-
lar in both SPA and non-SPA projects. Training, 
the development of methodologies, and technical 
assistance for planning processes are all included 
in most GEF projects, SPA or not. However, in 
SPA projects, adaptive capacity at the local level is 
often understood as a factor of economic diversi-
fication, or the ability to withstand climate shocks. 
Such a concept is absent from non-SPA projects, 
where diversification is seen mostly as a means to 
reduce pressures on fragile ecosystems.

The most significant difference between SPA and 
non-SPA projects is that, for the former, activities 
had to be justified according to climate change 



44 	 Evaluation of the GEF Strategic Priority for Adaptation

scenarios, vulnerabilities, and impacts. Adapta-
tion measures in SPA projects should have—at 
least in theory—been selected not only because 
they help diversify local livelihoods and reduce 
pressures, but also because they demonstrate a 
long-term viability (resilience) in the face of new 
climate conditions. Non-SPA projects would not 
be required to do so, except in cases where climate 
change poses a significant immediate and identi-
fiable risk to the project. Very few SPA projects 
actually demonstrate that this thinking was explic-
itly part of the selection of adaptation measures. 
Few of the SPA projects actually selected their 
adaptation options from a broader menu, and few 
were in a position to provide sufficient technical 

detail to determine the long-term resilience of the 
selected measures.

This comparative analysis of SPA and non-SPA 
projects indicates that there are in fact very few real 
differences between the two groups, despite the 
need to articulate different rationales. It appears 
also that the types of activities promoted for adap-
tation are similar to those that would be promoted 
for normal GEF projects. This indicates that there 
is a strong convergence among practices that repre-
sent good sustainable development activities, good 
environmental activities, and good adaptation 
activities, reinforcing the point made above regard-
ing the possibility of achieving “win-win-win” sce-
narios with marginal additional investment.



45

6.  Results

This chapter presents an overview of key results 
achieved by the SPA projects as well as a synthesis 
of lessons learned at the portfolio level from SPA 
project implementation thus far.

6.1	 Overview of Key Results 
Achieved
This section summarizes the key results (outputs 
and outcomes) and reported difficulties (chal-
lenges) for the SPA projects that have passed 
midterm. The discussion is organized in terms 
of the three intervention categories (policy, plan-
ning, and regulatory; technical capacity; and on 
the ground) identified during the assessment of 
adaptation options. The results were extracted 
from the latest available implementation reports, 
midterm reviews, and final evaluations as well as 
from interviews with staff from both the proj-
ect teams and the GEF Implementing Agency. 
A more comprehensive listing of the results 
achieved by the SPA projects can be found in 
appendix K.

As of this writing, 11 projects had reached or 
passed their midpoint, at least according to their 
planned duration. Many of these projects reported 
experiencing delays, mostly due to long inception 
phases, recruitment and procurement delays, and 
other typical project challenges. Hence, many 
projects had only just begun their implementation 
of concrete activities.

Policy, Planning, and Regulatory Results
The majority of project results delivered by the 
11 projects considered in this assessment were at 
the output level, and included assessments, train-
ing, toolkits, and policy interventions. For the 
most part, these outputs were considered funda-
mental milestones and prerequisites to the imple-
mentation of on-the-ground activities. There was 
little information on medium-term outcomes in 
available project implementation documents due 
to the relative youth of the portfolio.

Reported results achieved included the develop-
ment of technical studies and vulnerability assess-
ments, national consultations (reported, for exam-
ple, by the Kiribati Adaptation Program, GEF ID 
2543), awareness raising, and the production of 
technical guidelines (reported, for example, by 
the West African regional Adaptation to Climate 
Change project). Many projects, such as the fol-
lowing examples, reported achieving outcomes 
such as revision of policy documents to include 
climate change issues:

zz Under the regional project Integrating Vul-
nerability and Adaptation to Climate Change 
into Sustainable Development Policy Planning 
and Implementation in Southern and Eastern 
Africa (GEF ID 2752), Kenya’s National Disas-
ter Management Policy was completed using 
climate change information derived from the 
project.
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zz In Namibia, local governments and minis-
tries have begun to replicate technologies and 
approaches demonstrated by the Adapting to 
Climate Change through the Improvement of 
Traditional Crops and Livestock Farming proj-
ect by integrating them in their own program-
ming and planning.

Project implementation documentation and inter-
views also noted some challenges in this area, such 
as coordination difficulties, particularly where 
multiple partners and countries were involved. 
Some project stakeholders highlighted the fact 
that because adaptation was a new area of work for 
many national institutions, projects required more 
intensive capacity building and awareness raising 
at the start as compared to regular projects. This 
was reported to have caused delays in the Imple-
mentation of Pilot Adaptation Measures in Coastal 
Areas of Dominica, St. Lucia and St. Vincent and 
the Grenadines project (GEF ID 2552) and the 
Zambezi Valley Market Led Smallholder Develop-
ment project (GEF ID 2889), among others.

Technical Capacity Results
The technical capacity area also appears to have 
generated some successes, as these measures 
were often among the first to be implemented. 
Activities included the deployment of technolo-
gies related to climate monitoring (for example, 
a geographic information system in Kiribati), and 
the convening of technical training workshops on 
specific thematic issues including climate moni-
toring, coastal erosion, and health monitoring.

Among the key challenges mentioned in the proj-
ect documentation and interviews, the lack of 
localized and applicable climate data and models 
has been perceived as an obstacle in many proj-
ects. Consequently, several projects are including 
climate modeling, impact modeling, and down-
scaling as key foundational activities upon which 

the preparation and implementation of the adap-
tation measures depend.

On-the-Ground Results
Five projects reported achieving concrete results 
on the ground. However, in many of these cases—
such as in the Zambezi Valley project in Mozam-
bique—the project documentation notes that 
activities have been implemented without speci-
fying which activities or the extent to which they 
were successful. Based on the reporting avail-
able, it is thus difficult to derive a set of consistent 
results across projects.

Many project reports note the delivery of outputs. 
The Namibia project, for example, notes that 70 
water harvesting tanks were distributed, 11 drip 
irrigation sites were established, and 100 farm-
ers were trained in conservation agriculture. For 
other projects, including Colombia’s Integrated 
National Adaptation Plan and the global Com-
munity Based Adaptation Programme, the results 
reported are less precise. For example, the Colom-
bia project reported that “several pilot adapta-
tion activities are running including 2 communal 
systems benefitting 165 people.” In some cases, 
the results reported progress in delivering physi-
cal works envisaged by the projects—such as, for 
the West African regional Adaptation to Climate 
Change project, “dune replanting and stabiliza-
tion, mangrove rehabilitation, construction”—and 
the dissemination of alternative livelihood tools 
and technologies. 

The scarcity of precise information regarding on-
the-ground results is related to the point made 
earlier regarding the appropriateness and quality 
of M&E frameworks in adaptation projects. This 
issue, and the need to harmonize and strengthen 
these frameworks, was also mentioned in inter-
views with project teams and in project imple-
mentation documents.
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6.2	 Lessons from SPA 
implementation to Date
Despite the relative youth of the SPA portfolio, 
several lessons are emerging from the various 
implementation and midterm reports of the most 
advanced projects. These trends are of notable 
importance to other adaptation funds because 
they suggest various changes that could be made 
to both the funding mechanism and project design 
to improve a project’s ability to achieve concrete 
results. The key lessons identified by the proj-
ect teams and through an analysis of the project 
implementation reports, including midterm and 
final evaluations, can be grouped into four catego-
ries: local knowledge base, project timescale, proj-
ect design and implementation, and M&E.

Local Knowledge Base
It appears that projects that completed climate 
change adaptation and risk management capacity-
building activities were more successful in achiev-
ing both policy planning and on-the-ground activ-
ities. Most countries are not sufficiently prepared 
to conduct comprehensive vulnerability assess-
ments, choose appropriate adaptation measures, 
and implement them at project onset. In fact, 
various SPA implementation reports identified a 
lack of scientific data, including climate models, to 
support adaptation planning and a limited under-
standing of climate change adaptation by policy 
makers and local communities alike.

The evaluation found that the SPA projects’ 
M&E frameworks—as potential learning mecha-
nisms—were not designed to allow for any testing 
of the effectiveness of adaptation measures in the 
medium or long term.

Project Timescale
Most SPA projects had not achieved the mid-
term goals they had set for themselves. In several 

instances, projects were reported to be critically 
behind schedule. They required both additional 
project management training and supervision 
from an evaluation team in order to achieve sub-
stantial outputs by the end of the project’s term. 
While this difficulty might result from a combina-
tion of country- and project-specific limitations, 
even some of the best-organized projects—such as 
the completed Lake Balaton Vulnerability Assess-
ments, Early Warning and Adaptation Strategies 
project implemented in Hungary (GEF ID 2630)—
noted in their final evaluation that the duration of 
the project was too short, thereby limiting oppor-
tunities for success (Bellamy 2010).

Several other SPA projects reported that the 
lifespan of their projects was too short, and that 
they experienced start-up delays for reasons that 
are also common in other development or GEF 
projects.

As a new field of work, adaptation was reported 
by project teams to require novel inputs and the 
involvement of new types of stakeholders, thereby 
potentially creating delays for SPA projects. Future 
adaptation projects could benefit from longer 
implementation time spans than were allocated 
by the SPA. This period could be defined at the 
onset of a project in accordance with a country’s 
predisposition, project objectives, and planned 
adaptation activities.

Project Design and Implementation
Several project stakeholders, including team 
leaders and coordinators interviewed during this 
evaluation, expressed concern over the divide 
that existed between a project’s initial ambitious 
plans at project design and what could realistically 
be achieved on the ground. SPA projects tend to 
involve several GEF focal areas with complemen-
tary indicative activities that need be implemented 
simultaneously at multiple organizational levels 
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and scales. Some projects would have benefitted 
from clarifying and simplifying their work plans.1 
Others needed to focus on activities that proved 
more effective rather than on those that proved to 
be too difficult to implement.

The Community Based Adaptation Programme is 
unique in the SPA portfolio because its objective is 
to enhance the capacity of communities to adapt 
to climate change. Its extensive reach—consisting 
of 58 approved small grants projects—has gener-
ated some novel lessons concerning the partici-
pation of communities in adaptation efforts. For 
instance, the project coordinator reports that vol-
unteer work is crucial to a project’s implementa-
tion and useful in getting its approval by the com-
munity (Nyandiga 2010). Similarly, the expected 
outcome indicators of a project need to be prop-
erly understood by communities. Nonetheless, 
the generation of knowledge products such as 
assessments and toolkits is slow when dealing 
with communities. Community-based adaptation 
activities need to be scaled up using other adapta-
tion-related programs. This may also correspond 
to the demonstration pilots planned in several 
SPA projects and hints at a potential limitation in 
the impact of these activities if replication efforts 
are not pursued beyond a project’s time span.

1  See, for example, ALM (2010), which describes 
Namibia’s experience.

Monitoring and Evaluation
A clear and coherent M&E framework is essential 
to the determination of objective lessons from a 
project, given the pilot nature of the SPA. Further-
more, those projects that failed to provide a strong 
M&E system have also had significant difficulties 
with regard to project management. SMART and 
objective outcome indicators2 should be estab-
lished at the onset of each project so as to simplify 
the evaluation of a project’s evolution and provide 
adequate support when necessary. It is essential 
that projects clearly demonstrate how outputs 
contribute to the achievement of an outcome. 
This is particularly important with regard to such 
on-the-ground outputs as “10 families provided 
with high-productivity cows” or “324 bags of fish 
feed distributed to 54 farmers” which are context-
specific and thus do not seem to correspond to 
clear adaptation benefits.

2  SMART indicators are specific; measurable; 
achievable and attributable; relevant and realistic; and 
time-bound, timely, trackable, and targeted.
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7.  Management of the SPA Portfolio

A number of management practices were included 
in the SPA guidelines that were designed to make 
the SPA a learning pilot. This chapter focuses on a 
few of these, specifically, the selection and review 
of SPA projects, elements related to coordination 
within and outside the GEF, as well as portfolio 
monitoring and learning. It builds on the analysis 
of the relevance and effectiveness of the SPA strat-
egy presented in chapter 4.

7.1	 Selection and Review of SPA 
Projects
The SPA guidelines provide limited information 
on the criteria for selecting and the process for 
approving SPA projects. Normal GEF procedures 
for selection, review, and approval were expected to 
be followed for the SPA. Beyond this understand-
ing, there did not appear to be any institutionalized 
mechanism for SPA funding allocation and distri-
bution, nor any clear and explicit selection crite-
ria. Therefore, the SPA portfolio developed on the 
basis of collaboration and on the supply of projects 
from the GEF Agencies and from GEF focal areas 
over time. It may have been difficult to have clear 
selection criteria and to approve projects accord-
ing to strict criteria at the time when the SPA was 
developed because adaptation integration was still 
a fairly new concept in practice.

Project review appears to have been conducted 
with varying degrees of technical input. For 

example, STAP reviews do not appear to have 
been requested systematically for SPA projects, 
although they were performed for at least 14 proj-
ects. Similarly, some projects (those with focal area 
financing) appear to have been circulated to GEF 
technical staff in focal area teams, while others 
(those without focal area financing) do not seem 
to have benefited from this input (see section 7.2).

7.2	 Coordination
An underlying idea for the creation of the SPA 
was to promote the integration of climate change 
impacts and adaptation measures into the focal 
area strategies and work (GEF Council 2005, p. 2). 
The expectation was that “lessons from the SPA 
pilot were to be mainstreamed into GEF focal area 
work” (GEF Council 2005, p. 7). Therefore, the 
SPA guidelines create the expectation that some 
form of coordination and mainstreaming mecha-
nism would be established.

In the early days of the SPA, in 2005, an internal 
working group for issues related to adaptation was 
formed. An internal working group of the GEF 
Secretariat, it was composed of representatives 
from each of the GEF focal areas, and its purpose 
was to identify the major areas of work in each 
focal area that had synergies with adaptation. The 
agreed areas of work were integrated into the SPA 
operational guidelines, and the working group 
was dissolved in 2005.
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Another coordination mechanism, the Climate 
Change Adaptation Task Force was established 
in early 2006 as a mechanism for coordination 
among the GEF partners. According to its estab-
lishing terms of reference, its purpose was “to 
facilitate inter-agency collaboration to develop 
and fine-tune policies and operational guidelines 
in response to evolving UNFCCC guidance on 
adaptation to climate change.” Its work was to be 
initially focused on the SPA, the LDCF, and the 
SCCF. The task force also developed and agreed 
on terms of reference to formalize its structure, 
functions, and mode of operation.

The Climate Change Adaptation Task Force is 
currently comprised of representatives from each 
GEF Agency and staff from the GEF Secretariat 
who work on adaptation to climate change. It is 
open to other interested staff and observers (for 
example, staff from the GEF Evaluation Office and 
STAP participates). There is no systematic rep-
resentation from the GEF Secretariat focal area 
teams or the Adaptation Fund Secretariat, which 
is hosted by the GEF Secretariat.

The task force, chaired by the GEF Secretariat 
Adaptation team, has achieved an impressive 
number of tasks, although operating with limited 
resources, especially in its early years. Meetings 
occur on a regular basis every three to four weeks, 
bringing together all GEF Agencies for discus-
sions on adaptation-related issues. Among the key 
functions highlighted in its terms of reference, the 
task force has, on an ongoing basis

zz discussed the “definition of operational guide-
lines, modalities, and priority areas of interven-
tion for the SPA, the LDCF, and the SCCF con-
sistent with climate convention guidance to the 
GEF on adaptation”;

zz discussed the “operationalization of COP [con-
ference of the parties] guidance” and of “emerg-
ing issues in climate change adaptation”;

zz sought to enhance “program management 
through discussion of policy issues, pipeline 
coordination, and project development and 
implementation issues”;

zz discussed “policies to manage the GEF adapta-
tion pipeline and portfolio”;

zz coordinated “activities related to development 
of [the] adaptation portfolio”; and

zz served “as a coordinating mechanism for GEF 
Portfolio development on adaptation.”

The terms of reference also identify a number of 
management functions that have yet to be ful-
filled, such as the development of internal poli-
cies to manage the GEF adaptation pipeline and 
portfolio, and the collection of results from proj-
ects. This last includes the development of tar-
gets and indicators for each adaptation-related 
fund at the portfolio level, and the monitoring of 
projects under the SPA, the LDCF, and the SCCF 
at the portfolio level. It should be noted that the 
LDCF and the SCCF are moving forward with this 
last item, through the development of a results-
based management framework that is now well 
advanced. The evaluation found that when tak-
ing into consideration the resources available 
at the time of the establishment of the Climate 
Change Adaptation Task Force, it was unrealistic 
to expect that all the tasks outlined above would 
be implemented.

Another mechanism for information sharing is 
collaboration between the GEF adaptation teams 
and the GEF focal area teams. However, the evalu-
ation found that this collaboration was sporadic 
and not formalized, including at the time of proj-
ect development and review where it should have 
been encouraged—and even in cases where SPA 
projects were not mobilizing other focal area 
funds, since they claimed global environmental 
benefits in those areas. Interviews with GEF Sec-
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retariat and GEF Agency staff as well as reviews of 
relevant documentation (GEF Secretariat project 
tracking sheets) indicate that in the beginning of 
the SPA portfolio development, most SPA proj-
ects were developed without other GEF focal area 
funding and with limited involvement of GEF 
focal area staff. For example, about half of the SPA 
projects (12) have other GEF focal area funding, 
and all of them were approved after 2009. A sam-
ple review of the GEF Secretariat project tracking 
sheets for project clearance and approval show 
that the SPA projects with focal area funding from 
the GEF Trust Fund had indeed been cleared by 
appropriate staff in the focal area teams, whereas 
the ones with only SPA funding were cleared by 
the adaptation team only.1 This was a lost oppor-
tunity to promote integration among the focal 
areas, which had been one of the SPA pilots’ main 
purposes. Although coordination occurred infor-
mally, this may not have been sufficient to ensure 
the necessary integration of adaptation into the 
focal areas.

7.3	 Portfolio Monitoring and 
Learning
As a learning pilot, the SPA was expected to gen-
erate lessons for future adaptation programming 
in and outside the GEF. Consequently, mecha-
nisms were put in place in the SPA guidelines to 
promote this learning. As mentioned earlier, all 
projects, on an individual basis, contained learn-
ing and information-sharing components.

No portfolio-level monitoring has been conducted 
of ongoing or completed projects, nor has any 
knowledge-generation or sharing of SPA project 
activities been conducted. There are no portfo-
lio-level results, and tracking tools are still under 

1  As well as by other appropriate team leaders and 
the GEF Chief Executive Officer.

development. Similarly, the GEF Council did not 
request updates on the SPA other than a financial 
one, perhaps missing an important opportunity 
for learning and accountability. The first time the 
Council considered the SPA portfolio was when it 
requested that the GEF Evaluation Office conduct 
this evaluation, in November 2008.

The evaluation noted that project progress 
reports and implementation reports have not 
been systematically transmitted to the GEF Secre-
tariat; when they were, they were not analyzed as 
a program. This deficiency could be explained by 
the limited resources in the GEF unit in charge of 
the SPA, particularly at its beginning. The recent 
LDCF evaluation found a similar issue regarding 
limited resources allocated to monitoring and 
knowledge management of the adaptation funds, 
and the recent Fourth Overall Performance Study 
found similar issues throughout the GEF.

Since most of the SPA projects are still under 
implementation, an opportunity remains to 
accomplish specific learning functions by giving 
more attention to experiences and lessons coming 
from projects dealing with climate change impacts 
and adaptation. Interviews conducted during the 
course of this evaluation similarly recommended 
that learning and information-sharing mecha-
nisms, such as regional meetings or gatherings 
among SPA project stakeholders, be organized 
and supported by the GEF Secretariat. IW: Learn 
(International Waters Learning Exchange and 
Resource Network)—a network of practitioners 
in the international waters area focused around a 
Web-based platform—is considered a good prac-
tice in this regard. A similar program may be pro-
posed for adaptation issues.

The SPA operational guidelines explicitly identify 
the Adaptation Learning Mechanism as the initia-
tive’s learning and dissemination arm. However, 
the Adaptation Learning Mechanism has evolved 
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from its original concept and is now implemented 
as a distinct project with a broader scope as 
approved by the GEF Council. A legitimate and 
useful initiative in itself, and one that promotes 
learning on adaptation, the Adaptation Learning 
Mechanism did not focus on SPA projects and les-
sons specifically, as was originally intended. While 
this may have been cost-efficient, it means that 

the SPA has been left without a dedicated learning 
mechanism.

Although no formal process of knowledge sharing 
has been developed, there is evidence of learning 
and information sharing as a result of the SPA. For 
example, GEF Agency and GEF Secretariat per-
sonnel testify to having learned from SPA devel-
opment and implementation.
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