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Foreword

At its June 2010 meeting, when the Global Envi-
ronment Facility (GEF) Council approved the 

National Portfolio Formulation Exercise (NPFE) 
initiative for GEF-5 (2010–14), it also asked the GEF 
Evaluation Office to conduct a midterm evaluation 
of the NPFE initiative. The present evaluation was 
undertaken to respond to this request and to pro-
vide the Council with a detailed assessment of the 
NPFE initiative, including identification of areas for 
improvement.

The evaluation process started in Octo-
ber 2012 with preliminary discussions on devel-
oping an approach to the evaluation. The data-
gathering phase of the evaluation was implemented 
from February to July 2013. The working paper on 
the evaluation was presented to the GEF Council in 
November 2013.

The midterm evaluation led to four Council 
decisions calling for (1) continuation of NPFE sup-
port in GEF-6 (2014–18), (2) use of the balance of 
the funds allocated to the NPFE program to help 

countries undertake NPFEs in GEF-6, (3) inclusion 
of capacity development initiatives in final replen-
ishment proposals for a comprehensive under-
standing of the GEF among partners and stake-
holders at the country level, and (4) an update of 
the NPFE guidelines to address countries’ informa-
tion needs. The proposals for the NPFE for GEF-6 
reflect several of the recommendations presented 
in the midterm evaluation. Through this report, 
the GEF Independent Evaluation Office intends 
to share the lessons from the piloting of the NPFE 
initiative with a wider audience.

The evaluation was conducted and completed 
when Rob D. van den Berg was Director of the GEF 
Independent Evaluation Office. Final responsibility 
for this report remains firmly with the Office. 

Juha I. Uitto
Director, GEF Independent Evaluation Office



v i i i 

Acknowledgments 

Neeraj Kumar Negi, Senior Evaluation Officer 
in the Independent Evaluation Office of the 

Global Environment Facility (GEF), is the leader 
of the Office’s Performance Evaluation team, and 
the midterm evaluation of the National Portfolio 
Formulation Exercise was conducted under his 
overall guidance. Sandra Romboli, Evaluation 
Officer, was the task manager of the evaluation 
and led its implementation. The draft report was 
written by Sandra Romboli and finalized by Neeraj 

Kumar Negi. Other members of the evaluation 
team were consultants Lee Alexander Risby and 
Nelly Bourlion.

The GEF Independent Evaluation Office 
appreciates the time and input provided by GEF 
stakeholders including the GEF Secretariat, the 
GEF operational focal points and their staff, the 
GEF Agencies, civil society organizations, and 
independent experts during the course of this 
evaluation. 



i x

Abbreviations

AEA ancillary expense agreement

AfDB African Development Bank

CBO community-based organization

CEO  Chief Executive Officer

CSO civil society organization

CSP Country Support Programme

ECW Expanded Constituency Workshop

FAO  Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations

FSP  full-size project 

GEF  Global Environment Facility 

IDB  Inter-American Development Bank 

LDC least developed country

MSP  medium-size project 

NGO nongovernmental organization

NPFD national portfolio formulation document

NPFE National Portfolio Formulation Exercise

NSC national steering committee

OFP operational focal point

OPS overall performance study

PIF project identification form

PMIS  Project Management Information System 

RAF Resource Allocation Framework

SIDS small island developing states

STAR  System for Transparent Allocation of 
Resources 

UNDP United Nations Development Programme 

UNEP  United Nations Environment Programme 

UNIDO United Nations Industrial Development 
Organization

All dollar amounts are U.S. dollars unless otherwise indicated.





1

1� Conclusions and 
Recommendations

The Global Environment Facility’s (GEF’s) 
implementation of the National Portfolio 

Formulation Exercise (NPFE) initiative started at 
the beginning of GEF-5 (2010–14). The goal of the 
NPFEs was to “strengthen country ownership over 
decisions on GEF resource programming” (GEF 
2010c, 3) and to undertake NPFEs on a voluntary 
basis in order to produce national portfolio formu-
lation documents (NPFDs).

The NPFE was one of a number of initiatives 
identified during the fifth replenishment process of 
the GEF Trust Fund to reform the Country Support 
Programme (CSP). The CSP was to be implemented 
by the GEF Secretariat and the voluntary national 
portfolio identification exercise was to be executed 
by national institutions in recipient countries.

Another aim of the NPFE process is to 
strengthen country capacity to coordinate minis-
tries and other involved stakeholders in both the 
private and public sectors. The NPFEs were also 
meant to set country priorities for the use of GEF 
resources in a transparent manner for the ben-
efit of all GEF stakeholders including the antici-
pated demand for resources, both from countries’ 
national allocations under the System for Trans-
parent Allocation of Resources (STAR) and from 
country allocations outside of the STAR.

The overarching goals of the NPFE initia-
tive are to “help recipient countries to build or 
to strengthen national processes and mecha-
nisms to facilitate GEF programming in a man-
ner that reflects country priorities” and provide 

“an opportunity to align the programming of 
GEF resources with other relevant strategies and 
national planning processes” (GEF 2012, 2). The 
NPFEs were expected to cover a country’s request 
for GEF resources from both country allocations 
under the STAR and other resources aside from 
these country allocations. One of the objectives in 
providing support for NPFEs is that it would help 
GEF Agencies organize their support to countries 
around the programming priorities listed in a coun-
try’s NPFE. Other objectives of the NPFEs follow:

 • Increased opportunities to align the pro-
gramming of GEF resources with other 
relevant strategies and national planning 
processes and increased responsiveness 
to country priorities for generating global 
environmental benefits under the multi-
lateral environmental conventions. 

 • Identification of projects and programmatic 
approaches that will use national allocations 
under the STAR in the three concerned 
focal areas, as well as other resources avail-
able under the GEF focal areas not subject 
to STAR allocations. 

 • Bringing together all relevant ministries 
and representatives of other key stakehold-
ers (e.g., CSOs and the private sector) to 
provide input on decisions regarding GEF 
resource programming. 

 • Building the capacity of GEF focal points 
to coordinate GEF policy with other 
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ministries and to solicit input from other 
stakeholders. 

 • Providing for a more predictable and 
transparent programming process at the 
national level, which will provide the GEF 
Secretariat, the GEF Agencies, and the GEF 
Council with a clearer understanding of 
each country’s prospective project pipeline 
during a replenishment period. 

 • Making the pre-PIF portion of the GEF 
project cycle more efficient. 

 • Enhancing the mainstreaming of global 
environmental concerns into other national 
planning processes and strategies by raising 
awareness of global environmental issues 
and priorities among national decision-
makers (GEF 2010c, 3–4).

Overall, the NPFE initiative had a low uptake. 
Of the 42 countries that participated in the NPFE 
process in GEF-5, 34 shared their NPFDs with the 
GEF Secretariat. It is unclear whether the remain-
ing eight countries have finalized the process or 
not. Of the 34 countries with finalized NPFDs, 24 
had their process funded by the GEF, and 10 car-
ried out an NPFE using their own resources. 

The purpose of the NPFE midterm evaluation 
is to provide the GEF Council with a comprehen-
sive assessment of the NPFE initiative and provide 
a formative assessment to improve the initiative 
for GEF-6 (2014–18). The primary objectives of the 
midterm evaluation were

 • to assess the relevance of the NPFE initiative to 
the GEF mandate and to the countries;

 • to assess the effectiveness and emerging results 
or effects of the NPFE, including the extent to 
which the process has enhanced country owner-
ship;

 • to assess the efficiency of the NPFE adminis-
tration and processes, focusing on the guid-
ance provided and timeliness of process 

implementation, as well as implementation 
approaches used by countries; and

 • to examine the utility of the NPFDs in terms 
of the guidance these documents provide to, 
among others, the GEF Secretariat, the GEF 
Agencies, and in-country stakeholders.

The evaluation used a mixed-methods 
approach to collect and analyze information which 
included quantitative methods such as struc-
tured survey questionnaires and portfolio reviews, 
and qualitative methods such as semistructured 
interviews. The quantitative methods were used to 
examine the effects of the NPFE on portfolio and 
project development. The qualitative methodolo-
gies were used to obtain information on the extent 
to which the NPFE engendered improvements to 
country ownership, transparency, and coordina-
tion, among other others. The quantitative and 
qualitative data sets were analyzed separately and 
then triangulated in order to identify similari-
ties and differences in information from differ-
ent sources (e.g., actual project preparation times 
under NPFE relating to perceptions that NPFE 
increased project preparation times). The lessons 
learned (see chapter 8) have been incorporated into 
the recommendations for this evaluation.

1�1 Findings and Conclusions

R E L E V A N C E

C O N C L U S I O N  1 :  The NPFE initiative is 
relevant to the GEF mandate and policies and to 
country needs� It promotes ownership and involve-
ment of recipient countries in GEF programming 
and project development�

The GEF Instrument emphasizes that the GEF 
“shall fund programs and projects which are 
country-driven and based on national priorities” 
(GEF 2011, 12). There is also an increasing amount 
of evaluative evidence from GEF Independent 
Evaluation Office evaluations that ownership plays 
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a crucial role in ensuring efficient and effective 
delivery of GEF activities and in ensuring support 
for follow-up. The midterm review of the Resource 
Allocation Framework (RAF) and the Fourth 
Overall Performance Study (OPS4) of the GEF also 
emphasized the need for country-level program-
ming. The GEF-5 replenishment policy recom-
mendations called for development of a tool (which 
became the NPFE) to provide an operational 
basis for countries to build and sustain owner-
ship in relation to GEF programming and project 
development.

The NPFE process was seen as relevant and 
a beneficial first step in building country involve-
ment in portfolio and project development. Most 
countries perceived the primary relevance of the 
NPFE as a tool for their empowerment in the GEF 
so they could generate project ideas without the 
influence of the GEF Agencies. Prior to the intro-
duction of the NPFE, attention to building country 
ownership in programs and projects was largely 
left to individual GEF Agency-country stakeholder 
interactions. GEF issues, such as climate change, 
were sometimes integrated into national develop-
ment plans and also Agency-country strategic 
planning processes such as the United Nations 
Development Assistance Framework or the World 
Bank’s Country Assistance Strategies. Ten of 19 
countries interviewed reported that prior to the 
NPFE, no systematic effort had been made to plan 
their respective portfolios or ensure alignment 
with national priorities. All referred to the “old 
GEF system,” which had the following characteris-
tics: first come, first served (project concepts pre-
sented for endorsement by operational focal points 
[OFPs]), pressure to sign (OFPs under time con-
straints from GEF Agencies to sign endorsement 
projects), and limited information and consultation 
on projects. 

A more varied picture emerged from inter-
views of Agency and GEF Secretariat staff. For the 
GEF Secretariat, the relevance of the NPFE was 
perceived to be strong, as it provided countries 

with an opportunity to develop their own portfo-
lios and projects through consultations, and there-
fore increased ownership and capacity. Secretariat 
technical staff had more varied views of relevance 
based on expectations and differing opinions of the 
NPFE process and, importantly, what the process 
was meant to deliver. The process was perceived as 
useful in building country involvement and owner-
ship as well as in empowering countries vis-à-vis 
the Agencies, regardless of the quality and useful-
ness of the NPFD. However, the NPFE process 
was perceived as being inadequate in promoting 
a strategic focus within the country portfolio and 
in the identification of projects that are eligible for 
GEF funding.

E F F E C T I V E N E S S

C O N C L U S I O N  2 :  Uptake of the NPFE initia-
tive was low due to delays in groundwork for 
implementation and difficulties experienced by 
the countries in accessing the GEF grant for the 
initiative�

Implementation of the NPFE started at the 
beginning of GEF-5. Since this initiative was 
being implemented for the first time, a consider-
able amount of groundwork needed to be done 
before countries could actually undertake NPFEs. 
Although most (26) of the countries that eventually 
participated had submitted their applications in 
2010, the modality adopted by the GEF Secretariat 
initially made it difficult for the countries to access 
GEF grants for NPFEs. The delay in accessing GEF 
grants led to waning interest. Consequently, overall 
uptake was low.

Compared to the budgeted participation of 
100 countries, only 42 countries participated in 
the NPFE process in GEF-5. Of these, 10 carried 
out a NPFE using their own resources. The NPFE 
initiative attracted countries from different regions 
of the world. Africa is the most represented region, 
with 22 countries (3 from Central Africa, 4 from 
East Africa, 2 from Southern Africa, and 13 from 
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West Africa). Asia had 11 countries in the NPFE 
process, Latin America and the Caribbean 7, and 
Europe and Central Asia 2. Forty-five percent, or 
19 of the 42 countries that undertook the NPFE 
process, are least developed countries (LDCs), 
while 21 percent (9 countries) are small island 
developing states (SIDS). Seven percent (3 coun-
tries) are both LDCs and SIDS. This indicates that 
support for the NPFE was especially important for 
LDCs and SIDS.

C O N C L U S I O N  3 :  In the majority of countries, 
the NPFE initiative enhanced country owner-
ship through consultations with a wide range of 
stakeholders and through the creation of national 
steering committees to provide a broader deci-
sion-making and coordinating structure for GEF 
programming�

Feedback from stakeholders interviewed in coun-
tries that participated in NPFEs indicates that the 
consultations undertaken as part of the exercise 
increased the space for participation of various 
GEF stakeholders in country portfolio formula-
tion. Country stakeholders perceived the NPFE 
as a turning point in their relationship with the 
GEF Agencies, as it made them more responsive to 
country needs. 

Of the 34 countries for which NPFDs are 
available, the documents for 32 countries indicate 
that consultations were held with stakeholder 
groups. Twenty-seven indicate civil society orga-
nization (CSO) participation in the NPFE, which 
encompasses academic professionals and research 
institutes, international nongovernmental institu-
tions (NGOs) such as the World Wildlife Fund in 
Cambodia and the Wildlife Conservation Society 
in Rwanda, national NGOs, and community-based 
organizations (CBOs). The least amount of consul-
tation occurred with CBOs and the private sector. 
For example, only 7 out of 34 NPFDs reported 
private sector participation in consultations.

Of the 34 NPFDs, 22 indicated that GEF Agen-
cies participated in NPFE consultations, with the 

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
being the most frequently involved. The World 
Bank, the United Nations Industrial Development 
Organization (UNIDO), and the Food and Agri-
culture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
were each involved in seven to nine countries 
based on their country presence and requests from 
countries. The Asian Development Bank was asked 
to be involved in the Philippines, Thailand, and 
Vietnam. The Inter-American Development Bank 
(IDB) and the African Development Bank (AfDB) 
were only involved in one country each, which can 
be attributed to their less consistent engagement 
on GEF projects in country and to their sometimes 
limited in-country capacity. Notably, the AfDB had 
begun to be more actively engaged in project devel-
opment in GEF-5; however, staff reported that, in 
most countries, the Agency only became aware of 
an NPFE after the conclusion of the process. The 
consultative processes in many countries limited 
Agency involvement until the closing or draft 
report validation workshop. 

The establishment of national steering com-
mittees (NSCs) through the NPFE process was 
seen as playing a major role in improving transpar-
ency at the country level in terms of establishing a 
process and structure for the review of project pro-
posals. NPFE guidelines advised countries to put 
NSCs in place as part of the consultation process to 
set priorities and review project proposals, and to 
hold at least one consultation to discuss the draft 
report. Seventeen NSCs were established as a result 
of the NPFE process; in five countries, there were 
preexisting NSCs or similar committees. In coun-
tries that had NSCs, these committees were instru-
mental in providing a multistakeholder structure 
to judge project concepts and make decisions. For 
OFPs that had experienced the “old system,” the 
NSC structure and the NPFE were empowering, 
as, according to interviews held with stakeholders, 
these helped shift the balance of power.

The vast majority of country stakeholders 
believed that transparency had increased because 
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of the NPFEs. But most of the gains in transpar-
ency were perceived as being associated with the 
consultations and up to the submission of the 
NPFDs. Some stakeholders, particularly those 
that were not represented on the NSCs, had not 
received any feedback on their proposals since 
submission and/or were unsure of where their 
projects stood in the pipeline. This was mentioned 
with regard to Burkina Faso, Cambodia, Guinea, 
The Gambia, and Thailand. Most NSCs have 
continued to function since the completion of the 
NPFDs. Two Central African countries reported 
that their NSCs stopped meeting after the comple-
tion of the NPFE process because of a lack of fund-
ing to hold meetings. 

C O N C L U S I O N  4 :  The NPFE initiative provided 
a structure for a more systematic alignment of GEF 
support with country strategies�

The NPFE initiative has been effective in meet-
ing its objective of strengthening the alignment 
between national strategies and GEF support. 
Twenty-nine of 34 countries described their 
national strategies—such as national biodiversity 
strategies and action plans; national adaptation 
programs of action; and water, energy, forest, and 
agricultural strategies—in detail in their NPFDs 
and linked their programmed GEF projects with 
them. Most country stakeholders believe that 
NPFEs provided forums for a more comprehensive 
discussion of national and GEF strategic alignment 
in terms of identifying clear synergies. National 
development planning processes were also linked 
in many countries to their overarching vision, such 
as Vision 2020 or 2030, or to five-year development 
plans. While environmental priorities in these 
plans were incorporated into NPFE consultations, 
national budgeting for development planning was 
not.

The NPFE process was also meant to consider 
priority areas for regional collaboration. However, 
most of the countries did not mention regional 
collaboration and focused more on identifying 

national priorities. Interviews tended to confirm 
the strong perception that the NPFE was not an 
appropriate tool to promote regional collaboration. 

A major intended output of the NPFE was 
an indicative list of projects for development for 
GEF-5 support to the country. Interviews revealed 
that country stakeholders clearly understood they 
were meant to generate project concepts for devel-
opment. However, for the GEF Secretariat techni-
cal staff and Agency headquarters–based staff, 
greater emphasis was placed on the production 
of a portfolio or programmatic approaches. The 
elements of a portfolio or programmatic approach 
are evident in 14 NPFDs. Some of the countries, 
including Sri Lanka, programmed multifocal area 
projects; others, such as The Gambia and Ghana, 
tried to see the country’s environmental protection 
as a whole and include projects within the con-
text of their national priorities. In other instances, 
based on the review of NPFDs, it is difficult to 
know whether there was an attempt at identify-
ing projects that were connected to ongoing work 
in the country. Lack of information in the NPFDs 
on the connection of identified projects to GEF-
supported activities does not automatically mean 
that these projects are unconnected. Furthermore, 
a lack of connection to GEF-supported activities 
does not mean that the identified proposals are not 
connected to the ongoing work of the government 
or of other partners. The midterm evaluation was 
not able to explore this question in depth, but this 
remains an issue that needs to be addressed in the 
future. 

C O N C L U S I O N  5 :  In countries where stake-
holder capacities were low, NPFEs were not effec-
tive in identifying project ideas eligible for GEF 
funding�

The NPFE initiative is implicitly based on the 
assumption that participants are informed and 
knowledgeable about the GEF and its eligibility cri-
teria, strategies, and project development process. 
In many countries, participants were insufficiently 
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informed to enable meaningful consultation or 
development of project concepts. Capacity-building 
exercises were often included through additional 
preparatory meetings or training on GEF strategies 
and project proposal writing. However, in several 
instances, gains made through these exercises have 
not been sustained due to the transfer, retirement, 
or removal of key staff.

Analysis of the information contained in the 
NPFDs and data from the GEF Project Manage-
ment Information System (PMIS) shows that 
25 percent of the PIFs approved in GEF-5 for coun-
tries that participated in NPFEs had been identi-
fied in the NPFDs. With regard to the ratio of PIFs 
submitted versus PIFs approved, there is little dif-
ference between the proposals that were identified 
and those that were not identified in the NPFDs.

Some patterns are evident among the countries 
that undertook NPFEs. A relatively higher per-
centage of the total PIF submissions from coun-
tries with larger STAR allocations ($30 million or 
more) versus those with lower STAR allocations 
(less than $30 million) had been identified in the 
NPFDs. Similarly, PIFs for projects identified in the 
NPFDs were more likely to have been submitted for 
countries that had identified projects and allo-
cated resources to them commensurate with their 
STAR allocations.1 Of the submitted PIFs, a greater 
percentage had been identified in the NPFEs for 
countries that had programmed considerably more 
projects vis-à-vis their STAR allocations. 

Interviews with national stakeholders revealed 
that many project ideas identified in the NPFDs 
were eventually found to be ineligible for GEF 
funding. Major weaknesses that led to ineligibility 
include a lack of congruence with GEF priorities, 
insufficient cofinancing, or specification of an 

1 Although countries are expected to develop proj-
ects for areas that are covered through STAR country 
allocations and for those that are not covered through 
allocations, the STAR allocation was used as a proxy for 
country categorization and analytical purposes.

inappropriate GEF funding modality. Most of the 
countries in which these problems were encoun-
tered had low capacity.

E F F I C I E N C Y

C O N C L U S I O N  6 :  From an administrative 
perspective, the NPFE was inefficiently executed 
and not fully in accordance with Council decisions 
and guidelines�

The process and administrative design of the NPFE 
aspired to strengthen country ownership over deci-
sions on GEF resource programming. In particular, 
financing modalities were selected for countries 
to receive resources directly from the GEF Trust 
Fund using a direct access approach. “Direct 
access” in this context was interpreted as “recipient 
executed”—i.e., that the NPFE was to be executed 
by national institutions in recipient countries 
through direct access of resources. Therefore, it 
would not be implemented by one of the Agencies, 
but through the GEF Secretariat. Under the current 
NPFE initiative, two successive financing modali-
ties were applied. Initially a World Bank recipient-
executed small grants procedure was selected; 
this was later replaced by a World Bank–executed 
ancillary expense agreement (AEA).

The initial choice of the recipient-executed 
grant financing modality caused delays, especially 
during the early stages of NPFE applications when 
there was a lack of clarity regarding the process 
by which recipient countries were to receive 
resources. Extensive consultations and discussions 
took place among various World Bank depart-
ments (legal, trustee, safeguard, procurement, loan 
department, and trust fund accounting), the GEF 
Secretariat, and the GEF Trustee to resolve these 
initial challenges. Consequently, the time frame for 
undertaking an NPFE was considerably longer than 
initially envisioned. The average number of days 
from receipt of application to NPFD submission 
was 400 days, much longer than the 120–180 days 
the Secretariat had anticipated.
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Several challenges arose from the grants 
procedure process that resulted in delays. First, 
there was a high degree of variation among recipi-
ent countries in navigating the application process. 
Those unfamiliar with World Bank reporting 
requirements faced greater difficulties and were 
likely to drop out. Second, processing time of each 
grant application was longer than anticipated given 
the large number of World Bank and GEF staff 
involved at each stage—e.g., World Bank financial 
management specialists were required to review 
and complete a financial management assessment 
for all grants. Third, the World Bank requirement 
that the ministry of finance be the main signatory 
or delegate signatory authority to the GEF OFP’s 
ministry (usually the environment ministry) cre-
ated a number of delays depending on the relations 
between the various in-country ministries. In some 
cases, this discouraged countries from undertaking 
the NPFE. 

Setting up a new initiative is not easy, espe-
cially as here when it was burdened with high-
level dialogue between the GEF Chief Executive 
Officer (CEO) and the World Bank as administra-
tive host of the GEF on the possibilities of direct 
access which would need to be tested through this 
initiative. This influenced the initial choice for 
a modality that was not suitable. Additionally, it 
meant that the NPFE process and implementation 
arrangements were insufficiently thought through. 
For example, the initial planning failed to take 
into account the capacity of recipient countries 
to see through a complex grant approval process, 
especially for a relatively small grant. The techni-
cal support implications at various levels across the 
World Bank (country offices, regional specialists) 
were also insufficiently identified. 

A policy shift relating to PIFs contributed 
to additional uncertainty regarding the NPFE 
at this point. In October 2010, the GEF CEO 
decided to freeze PIF submissions for a country 
participating in the NPFE until the NPFE process 
was completed. This contrasted with previous 

GEF guidance stating that “It will be possible for 
countries to submit PIF requests to the GEF while 
the NPFE is being conducted and prior to NPFD 
finalization” (GEF 2010c, 19). The PIF policy shift 
caused delays which extended beyond the NPFE 
initiative. While the shift in policy was intended to 
ensure consistency with eventual decisions coming 
out of the NPFE process, it created a freeze on the 
project pipeline when the Council had decided that 
the pipeline should remain open. 

To address concerns about administrative 
issues and severe delays under the recipient-
executed small grants procedure, an alternative 
financing modality was identified, the AEA. This 
occurred almost a year after the introduction 
of the NPFE and the recipient-executed grants 
procedure. The switch to an AEA consolidated the 
overall process from 30 to 8 steps, which helped 
reduce the complexity of the process and enable 
a timelier implementation modality. The change 
meant a shift from a recipient-executed grant to 
a World Bank–executed transfer—a significant 
difference, as the recipient-executed grant went 
through the World Bank’s loan system, while the 
Bank-executed AEAs are administered directly 
through accounts payable. 

Finding an appropriate financing modality for 
the small-size NPFE grant proved challenging. The 
introduction of the AEA to support NPFE activities 
was not without controversy. Because of the many 
discrepancies between what is outlined in the AEA 
policy and the nature of NPFE activities, a waiver 
was required to use this modality. In May 2011, the 
Bank granted a waiver to the GEF for NPFEs for 
GEF-5. This waiver was needed because the AEA 
financing modality is not fully compatible with 
the NPFE, since it includes cost categories that are 
ineligible for an AEA. 
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C O N C L U S I O N  7 :  The guidance provided on 
NPFEs did not adequately address issues related 
to eligibility for GEF funding, cofinancing require-
ments, and GEF modalities�

The GEF Secretariat focused its initial guidance on 
addressing administrative issues related to the pro-
cedure for recipient-executed grants. Guidance for 
the NPFE was very precise in terms of the adminis-
trative process laid out, the exact procedure for the 
30-step modality, and the 8-step process to receive 
GEF funds for conducting NPFEs. Feedback from 
the countries revealed that the GEF Secretariat was 
very helpful and timely in its support during the 
process.

Individual countries were encouraged to 
customize their own NPFE processes. The idea 
behind this was to be nonprescriptive, to promote 
country ownership of the planning and decision-
making process, as well as to build country capac-
ity. Indeed, the guidance explicitly stated that “the 
NPFE is executed by national institutions without 
the support of a GEF Agency” (GEF 2012, 2). 

Feedback from country stakeholders, includ-
ing 32 OFPs, concerning NPFE guidance focuses 
on the potential to improve the quality and timing 
of technical support throughout the process. Lack 
of guidance was identified as one of the greatest 
weaknesses. There was no real focus on practi-
cal technical guidance as the NPFE initiative was 
rolled out. Technical support, in terms of having a 
senior technical officer from the GEF Secretariat 
participate in the actual NPFE at the country level 
to provide hands-on information on GEF rationale, 
cofinancing requirements, and project eligibility, 
was not common. The evaluation found that only 
seven of the NPFD submissions stayed within the 
10-page limit. There was also a lack of clarity in 
some countries as to whether GEF Agencies should 
be involved in the NPFE, and if so, the extent of 
their participation.

The quality assurance process for final NPFDs 
was left open and resulted in some confusion. 
While the Secretariat provided comments on 

finalized NPFDs, there was no requirement for 
countries to change them accordingly—leading 
to some confusion between the GEF Agencies, 
the Secretariat, and the countries. Final NPFDs, 
available on the GEF website, referred to projects 
that the Secretariat may have suggested were not 
eligible, or that needed to be changed or taken out.

1�2 Recommendations

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  1 :  The NPFE initiative 
should continue since it is highly relevant to sup-
porting countries in addressing the pre-identifica-
tion phase of the project cycle�

The NPFEs are highly relevant in supporting coun-
tries in addressing the pre-identification phase of 
the project cycle. The period before project con-
cepts enter into the cycle has long been a cause for 
concern and has been perceived by many as a repu-
tational risk for the GEF. Many countries program 
the support they expect from the GEF—although 
many countries have not done so in the past. 
NPFEs have been set up to support countries (on 
a voluntary basis) to program future GEF support. 
In many countries, the NPFE has led to increased 
coordination and priority setting in future support. 
New coordination mechanisms have been estab-
lished in several countries, and more stakeholders 
have been involved in discussions about future 
priorities. In principle, these exercises are highly 
relevant for filling the gap in programming that is 
contributing to the perception of the GEF’s weak 
performance.

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  2 :  The revised NPFE 
needs to continue to be implemented by the Sec-
retariat, to maintain neutrality between countries 
and Agencies, and to provide funding for a coun-
try-led NPFE on a voluntary basis�

The NPFE should be delivered to countries through 
a mode that is perceived as neutral. While Agency 
participation needs to be encouraged because the 
GEF Agencies inform the discussions during the 



1 .  c o n c l u s i o n s  a n d  r e c o M M e n d a t i o n s  9

NPFEs on issues related to GEF funding eligibility 
and the comparative advantage they provide, imple-
mentation of an NPFE by a GEF Agency could be 
perceived as leading to a bias toward that Agency.

The initial problems with the support modal-
ity were caused by trying to create a semblance of 
direct access in the support. The Secretariat has 
to apply the rules and procedures of its admin-
istrative host, the World Bank. In World Bank 
terminology, direct access pointed to a recipient-
executed modality. This modality is complicated 
and delays support. However, even if the modality 
was recipient executed, it did not provide direct 
access to the GEF Trust Fund because the Secre-
tariat would access the fund as an intermediary. 
Real direct access was initiated in GEF-5 through 
the initiative to broaden the partnership through 
Article 28 of the GEF Instrument, for which the 
GEF Council has established a rigorous process to 
accredit Agencies. The level of scrutiny entailed 
for Agencies that have applied for accreditation 
under Article 28 would not have been feasible for 
the Agencies identified to execute the NPFE or for 
preparing reports to the conventions. For NPFEs 
and support to convention reports, the only sen-
sible interpretation of “direct access” would be “not 
implemented by one of the Agencies but through 
the Secretariat.”

Implementation of support through the 
Secretariat would mean that no Agency would be 
involved in the execution of the support but also 
that no Agency fee would need to be paid. This is 
to some extent an illusory saving, since the Secre-
tariat needs to have sufficient resources to execute 
the support. It nevertheless means that countries 
receive support on undertaking NPFEs and for 
reporting to the conventions without incurring 
Agency fees—which, from the recipients’ perspec-
tive, is one of the reasons they ask for direct access 
in the first place.

The World Bank, as administrative host of 
the GEF, and the Secretariat should continue to 
explore possibilities to choose the most efficient 

modality of providing support. At the moment, this 
support is operated through a waiver, which is not 
an ideal situation. This waiver was needed because 
the emphasis in the negotiations for a long time 
was on trying to create a form of direct access that 
would look as much like Article 28 direct access as 
possible—ultimately, an unrealistic goal. The NPFE 
evaluation has enabled further discussions between 
the administrative host and the Secretariat, which 
hopefully will result in a streamlined procedure for 
support in the very near future. 

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  3 :  It is strongly recom-
mended to provide support for programming 
exercises at the end of a GEF phase rather than at 
the start of a new phase to ensure countries are 
ready for the new phase when it starts� The current 
balance in the NPFE program should be used for 
NPFE support, especially to LDCs and SIDS in 2014�

The experience with NPFEs in GEF-5 indicates 
that they need to be conducted within a narrow 
time window to be effective. Ideally, they should 
be undertaken before the next phase of the GEF 
starts. The replenishment amount may not yet 
be known at that time, and the size of the STAR 
allocation is also uncertain, but NPFEs are meant 
to program and prioritize all support, not just 
STAR support. This could be done within a range 
of possible STAR allocations. If done before the 
start of the next phase, it would enable countries 
and GEF Agencies to begin preparing PIFs for the 
highest priorities at the start of the next replenish-
ment phase rather than with a delay caused by the 
programming exercise.

Due to the relatively low uptake of GEF grants 
for NPFEs in GEF-5, a sizable amount remains 
available. It is highly recommended to approve 
this balance for use in 2014 for NPFEs undertaken 
in preparation of GEF-6, especially for LDCs and 
SIDS. The evaluation has demonstrated that these 
groups of countries need further support due to 
government capacity issues and stakeholders that 
need to be involved in NPFEs. 
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R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  4 :  The capacity devel-
opment initiatives of the GEF—including the NPFE, 
National Capacity Self-Assessments, National Dia-
logue Initiatives, and the Capacity Development 
Strategy—should aim to support a more compre-
hensive understanding of the GEF with country-
level partners and stakeholders, especially in LDCs 
and SIDS�

As noted above, many countries lacked knowledge 
of GEF-eligibility criteria and skills associated with 
project development and proposal writing. This 
should be provided first and foremost in the guid-
ance for NPFEs. Furthermore, given the capacity 
issues in many countries, especially LDCs and 
SIDS, more specific capacity support should be 
considered in GEF-6 on some of the more technical 
aspects of possible GEF support to countries, espe-
cially when NPFEs are being conducted. Currently, 
a small amount is available annually for direct 
support to OFPs. Broader support to countries, 
including National Dialogue Initiatives, National 
Capacity Self-Assessments, and the current Capac-
ity Development Strategy, could be reassessed and 
fine-tuned from this perspective. 

Many recipient countries, especially middle-
income countries and emerging market countries, 
have increasing capacities both within the govern-
ment and among stakeholders in dealing with GEF 
support and tackling local environmental prob-
lems that are of global relevance and have a global 
environmental impact. While this technical and 
professional capacity is undoubtedly increasing, 
many LDCs and SIDS continue to face consider-
able problems that have consistently emerged from 
the evaluation streams of the Office—most notably 
from country portfolio evaluations but also from 
impact and performance evaluations.

This evaluation once again confirms a capac-
ity constraint in LDCs and SIDS. While much 
can be done to support these countries in further 
strengthening capacity through medium-size 
projects (MSPs) and full-size projects (FSPs), small 
grants through the Small Grants Programme, and 
enabling activities, a need remains for specific 
capacity support for LDCs and SIDS—especially 
for cross-cutting issues like monitoring and evalu-
ation, results-based management, national and 
technical coordination, and GEF-related issues 
such as programming and preparation of project 
concepts. A capacity-building strategy for GEF-6 
could focus on these countries and the specific 
support they need on top of the capacity-building 
support already provided in the GEF’s operational 
modalities.

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  5 :  The NPFE guidelines 
should address the information needs of coun-
tries for programming on topics such as eligibility 
criteria, cofinancing expectations, and funding 
modalities�

Although the NPFE guidance for GEF-5 provided 
countries with a solid foundation for the admin-
istration and conduct of consultations, it did not 
provide sufficient detail on technical issues related 
to eligibility for GEF funding, cofinancing expec-
tations from projects, and appropriate funding 
modalities for the proposed activities. The guid-
ance should also clarify the meaning of several key 
concepts that are used in discourse within the GEF 
partnership without a common understanding 
of the term. These concepts include the meaning 
of “portfolio and programmatic approaches” and 
“country ownership.”
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2� Introduction and Background

2�1 Introduction 

During the fifth replenishment process of the GEF 
Trust Fund, a number of initiatives were identified 
to reform the CSP. Within the framework of this 
overarching program, a new initiative was begun to 
support NPFEs in recipient countries. The key goal 
of these NPFEs is to

strengthen country ownership over decisions 
on GEF resource programming. The expec-
tation was that GEF Agencies will organize 
their support to countries for preparing and 
implementing projects and programmatic 
approaches around the resulting National 
Portfolio Formulation Exercises (GEF 2010c, 3). 

In July 2010, the GEF Council approved the 
proposal for countries 

to receive resources from the GEF Trust Fund 
directly to: (a) undertake on a voluntary basis 
GEF National Portfolio Formulation Exercises 
to produce portfolio formulation documents; 
and (b) prepare Convention Reports, which 
include national communications/reports/
national implementation plans undertaken 
as obligations under the Conventions (GEF 
Council 2010, 4).

The Council also requested that the Evalua-
tion Office undertake a midterm evaluation of the 

NPFEs and convention reports with direct access 
by recipient countries. The NPFE initiative has now 
been under implementation for about three years. 
To respond to the Council’s request, the Indepen-
dent Evaluation Office has undertaken this mid-
term evaluation.

2�2 Background and Context

The GEF’s 2009 RAF midterm review and OPS4 
identified the issue of applying a portfolio approach 
at the national level. OPS4 concluded that 

a portfolio approach that incorporates national 
GEF programming and follow-up, including 
monitoring, supervision, and evaluation, will 
enable recipient countries to fully support and 
maximize progress toward global environmen-
tal benefits (GEF EO 2010, 15). 

The study acknowledged that countries with larger 
GEF project portfolios were already applying the 
portfolio approach on their own. Nonetheless, it 
suggested application of the approach in other 
recipient countries as well. The recommendations 
made in the RAF midterm review and OPS4 were 
mainstreamed in the policy reform package agreed 
upon during the replenishment negotiation process 
for GEF-5. The two main objectives of the policy 
reforms addressing the application of a portfolio 
approach at the national level were enhancing 
country ownership and improving the effectiveness 
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and efficiency of the GEF partnership. The four ini-
tiatives to be undertaken to enhance country own-
ership were reform of corporate programs, direct 
funding of national communications, development 
of a flexible resource allocation system, and broad-
ening of the GEF partnership (GEF 2010b).

Suggestions on the reforms proposed were 
made by participants in the replenishment and 
outlined in the GEF-5 programming document 
(GEFSEC 2010). The reforms centered on support-
ing recipient countries in undertaking portfolio 
identification exercises for GEF programming and 
delivering a reformed CSP that includes the NPFE. 
The CSP was to be executed by the GEF Secretar-
iat, and the voluntary NPFE was to be executed by 
national institutions in recipient countries. Within 
the framework of this overarching program, a new 
initiative was started to support NPFEs in recipient 
countries. 

As proposed in the GEF-5 policy recommen-
dations and programming documents, voluntary 
NPFEs and any NSCs that might lead them are 
meant to serve as tools for enhancing country 
ownership in determining programming priori-
ties in a given GEF replenishment period. Another 
aim of the NPFE process is to strengthen coun-
try capacity to coordinate ministries and other 
involved stakeholders from both the private and 
public sectors. The NPFEs are also meant to set 
country priorities for the use of GEF resources in 
a transparent manner for the benefit of all GEF 
stakeholders “including the anticipated demand for 
resources, both from countries’ national alloca-
tions under the System for Transparent Allocation 
of Resources (STAR) and outside these allocations” 
(GEF 2010a, 1). The GEF-5 policy recommenda-
tions proposed that the GEF Secretariat would 
provide support to the NPFE initiative, including 
through direct access of resources. 

2�3 Country Support Program 
and National Portfolio Formulation 
Exercises

Until December 2010, the CSP was jointly imple-
mented by UNDP and the United Nations Environ-
ment Programme (UNEP), with an inter-Agency 
steering committee chaired by the GEF CEO, and 
provided strategic guidance. The proposed reform 
measures for the program were outlined and 
approved by the GEF Council in July 2010 (GEF 
2010c). From December 2010 onwards (the start of 
GEF-5), a redesigned CSP under direct implemen-
tation of the GEF Secretariat was operationalized. 

The goals of the GEF CSP are to provide flex-
ible support to countries—particularly their focal 
points—to build capacity to work with the GEF 
Agencies and Secretariat in order to set priorities 
and program GEF resources, to improve coordina-
tion between ministries and stakeholders at the 
national level, and to facilitate input from key non-
governmental stakeholders (GEF 2012). The CSP 
has seven components/initiatives, one of which is 
the NPFE. 

The CSP is completely funded from a special 
allocation in the GEF Secretariat budget approved 
by the GEF Council in its 38th meeting.1 The 
budget for GEF-5 is $26 million, of which $3 mil-
lion was allocated for the NPFEs, with the aim of 
conducting 100 NPFEs during early GEF-5.

The overarching goals of the NPFE initia-
tive are to “help recipient countries to build or to 
strengthen national processes and mechanisms 
to facilitate GEF programming in a manner that 
reflects country priorities” and to provide “an 
opportunity to align the programming of GEF 

1 The Council noted that, in approving this docu-
ment (GEF 2010c), it approved the amount in the con-
tingent budget that was approved by the Council at the 
37th Special Council Meeting to support the Secretari-
at’s facilitation of NPFE grants under direct access and 
transition to a Secretariat-executed CSP.
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resources with other relevant strategies and 
national planning processes” (GEF 2012, 2). 

One of the objectives in providing support for 
NPFEs is that it would help GEF Agencies organize 
their support to countries around the program-
ming priorities listed in a country’s NPFE. Other 
objectives of the NPFEs are as follows:

 • Increased opportunities to align the pro-
gramming of GEF resources with other 
relevant strategies and national planning 
processes and increased responsiveness 
to country priorities for generating global 
environmental benefits under the multi-
lateral environmental conventions. 

 • Identification of projects and programmatic 
approaches that will use national allocations 
under the STAR in the three concerned 
focal areas, as well as other resources avail-
able under the GEF focal areas not subject 
to STAR allocations. 

 • Bringing together all relevant minis-
tries and representatives of other key 

stakeholders (e.g., CSOs and the private sec-
tor) to provide input on decisions regarding 
GEF resource programming. 

 • Building the capacity of GEF focal points 
to coordinate GEF policy with other 
ministries and to solicit input from other 
stakeholders. 

 • Providing for a more predictable and 
transparent programming process at the 
national level, which will provide the GEF 
Secretariat, the GEF Agencies, and the GEF 
Council with a clearer understanding of 
each country’s prospective project pipeline 
during a replenishment period. 

 • Making the pre-PIF portion of the GEF 
project cycle more efficient. 

 • Enhancing the mainstreaming of global 
environmental concerns into other national 
planning processes and strategies by raising 
awareness of global environmental issues 
and priorities among national decision-
makers (GEF 2010c, 3–4). 
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3� Methodology

3�1 Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of the NPFE midterm evaluation is 
to provide the GEF Council with a comprehensive 
assessment of the NPFE initiative, generate evalu-
ative evidence for the Fifth Overall Performance 
Study (OPS5), and provide a formative assessment to 
draw lessons and improve the initiative for GEF-6.

The scope of the evaluation focuses on 
reviewing the NPFE against its objectives and the 
administrative and implementation processes 
used. Within this context, the evaluation focused 
on three groups of countries in order to compare 
and contrast experiences: those that undertook 
the NPFE with financial assistance from the GEF, 
those countries that used their own or other 
sources to fund their NPFEs, and countries that did 
not conduct NPFEs.

The primary objectives of the evaluation were 

 • to assess the relevance of the NPFE initiative 
to the GEF mandate and to the countries; 

 • to assess the effectiveness and emerging 
results (or effects) of the NPFEs, including 
the extent to which the process has enhanced 
country ownership; 

 • to assess the efficiency of NPFE adminis-
tration and processes, focusing on the guid-
ance provided and the timeliness of process 
implementation, as well as implementation 
approaches used by countries; and

 • to examine the utility of the NPFDs, in terms 
of the guidance the documents provided on 
portfolio planning to key stakeholders, such as 
the GEF Secretariat, the GEF Agencies, and in-
country stakeholders.

Questions were developed to correspond 
to each objective and used in the development 
of an evaluation matrix that guided evaluation 
implementation.

3�2 Methodology

The evaluation used a series of mixed-method 
approaches to collect and analyze information; 
these included quantitative methods, such as struc-
tured survey questionnaires and portfolio reviews, 
and qualitative methods, such as semistructured 
interviews. The quantitative methods were used to 
examine what effects the NPFE had on portfolio 
and project development. The qualitative methods 
were used to obtain information on the extent to 
which the NPFEs engendered improvements in 
country ownership, transparency, and coordina-
tion, among other things.

The quantitative and qualitative data sets were 
analyzed separately and then triangulated in order 
to highlight similarities and differences across 
findings, such as actual project preparation times 
under NPFEs compared to perceptions that NPFEs 
increased project preparation times. 

Four approaches were used to collect data.
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D O C U M E N T  R E V I E W

The review of documentation included Coun-
cil papers, GEF Secretariat NPFE guidance and 
application templates; country grant applications; 
and approval correspondence, including letters 
and emails. Thirty-four out of 42 NPFDs (annex B) 
were reviewed with regard to the content and 
length guidance specified by the GEF Secretariat. 
Eight NPFDs (from Benin, Fiji, Kiribati, Mozam-
bique, Niger, Rwanda, Senegal, and South Africa) 
could not be reviewed because they were not 
submitted.

P O R T F O L I O  A N A L Y S I S

The portfolio analysis included assessments of the 
regional distribution of participating NPFE coun-
tries (annex A), the number of projects proposed by 
participating NPFE countries that were submitted 
and approved by the GEF Secretariat, projects pro-
posed by NPFE countries that were not included in 
the NPFDs, the use of STAR allocations by partici-
pating NPFE countries compared to countries that 
did not participate, an elapsed-time analysis for the 
NPFE process, and a process and administrative 
assessment.

I N T E R V I E W S

Two types of interviews were conducted.

 • GEF Secretariat and headquarters-based 
GEF Agency semistructured interviews. 
Semistructured interviews were conducted with 
19 GEF Secretariat external relations teams 
responsible for managing the NPFE initiatives 
and the technical (focal area) team staff mem-
bers and 16 GEF Agency headquarters–based 
staff members (table 3.1) based on a separate 
but related interview protocol covering grant 
administration, process and involvement, 
results, and lessons. The majority of GEF Agen-
cies were interviewed. A few did not respond to 

requests for information, were unavailable (FAO 
and the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development), or were not involved in the NPFE 
process (IDB).

 • Country-focused semistructured inter-
views. Almost 300 (297) representatives from 
20 countries were interviewed, representing 
approximately 47 percent of the countries that 
participated in the NPFE initiative: 13 from 
Africa, 3 from Asia, 2 from Europe and Central 
Asia, and 2 from Latin America and the Carib-
bean (table 3.2). The countries were sampled 
based on the geographic distribution of the par-
ticipating NPFE countries, with the main uptake 
being in Africa and Asia. Twelve countries that 
did not participate in the NPFE initiative were 
also interviewed at two Expanded Constituency 
Workshops (ECWs) in Rwanda and the Republic 
of Congo and during field trips.

The interviews with in-country representatives 
focused on those involved in the NPFE process 
and included OFPs;1 convention focal points; 
officials from line ministries including agricul-
ture, economic planning, finance, forestry, and 

1 In some cases, such as Cambodia and Thailand, 
this was the OFP office staff or representative.

T A B L E  3 . 1  Stakeholder Interviews

Stakeholder Number of interviews

OFPs 37

Convention focal points 57

Government (line ministries) 113

CSOs: academia, NGOs, CBOs 41

Private sector 0

GEF Agency (headquarters) 16

GEF Agency (in-country) 49

GEF Secretariat 19

Total 332

N O T E :  See annex D.
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health; CSOs—i.e., academia, international and/or 
national NGOs, and CBOs; and the private sec-
tor (table 3.3). Where possible, the evaluation used 
lists of stakeholders annexed to NPFDs to select 
interviewees. When no list was attached, the OFP 
was asked to arrange meetings with appropriate 
interviewees. A semistructured interview protocol 
was developed for OFPs, convention focal points, 
line ministry officials, GEF Agencies, and CSOs 
(annex C). The questions focused on the following: 
the underlying reasoning for conducting an NPFE, 
the situation prior to the NPFE in previous replen-
ishment periods, the in-country NPFE consultative 
and/or participatory processes, perceptions of the 
GEF Secretariat grant administration and guide-
lines, perceptions of emerging results, and key 
lessons learned.

One important section of the interviews com-
mon to all stakeholders interviewed (annex D) was 
a set of closed “rapid-fire” questions where only yes, 

T A B L E  3 . 2  Evaluation’s Country Coverage

Region

NPFE GEF funded NPFE non-GEF funded Non-NPFE 
countries

All country 
interviewsField visit Phone interview Field visit Phone interview

Africa 10 2 1 0 9 22

Asia 3 0 0 0 0 3

Latin America and the Caribbean 0 0 2 0 1 3

Europe and Central Asia 2 0 0 0 2 4

Total 15 2 3 0 12 32

no, or don’t know responses were permitted. The 
questions focused on the perceptions of results 
and were derived from the expected results of 
the NPFE process as stated in the Council paper. 
Seventy-four respondents completed these ques-
tions, 53 respondents based in country.

Analysis of semistructured data was based on 
the principles of sorting and comparing responses 
across the same question to reveal common pat-
terns and differences within and between stake-
holder groups.

O N L I N E  S U R V E Y

A combined online survey questionnaire was 
developed for the NPFE and the STAR midterm 
evaluations (annex E). As an initial step in the 
development of the questionnaire survey, NPFE 
documentation was reviewed—paying particular 
attention to the intended results—as well as the 

T A B L E  3 . 3  In-Country Stakeholder Interviews

Stakeholder

NPFE countries Non-NPFE countries All countries interviewed

GEF 
funded

Non-GEF 
funded

Total

Number Percent Number PercentNumber Percent

OFP 19 4 23 9.8 14 22.2 37 12.5

Convention focal point 30 9 39 16.7 18 28.6 57 19.2

Other ministries 79 21 100 42.7 13 20.6 113 38.1

CSO 23 10 33 14.1 8 12.7 41 13.8

Agency in country 29 10 39 16.7 10 15.9 49 16.5

Total 180 54 234 100.0 63 100.0 297 100.0
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initial interviews conducted with the GEF Secre-
tariat and headquarters-based GEF Agency staff. 
The survey focused on issues of funding sources, 
stakeholder involvement, emerging results, key les-
sons, and future issues for participating countries. 
In addition, it allowed for open-ended responses so 
nonparticipating countries could give reasons why 
they chose not to conduct NPFEs. The instrument 
was administered online through SurveyMonkey.

The survey target group was comprised of 
those countries that conducted NPFEs and those 
that did not. It was aimed at OFPs, in-country 
executing agencies (usually line ministries), CSOs, 
and GEF Agencies. The survey opened June 1 
and closed August 13, 2013. During this period, 
103 respondents participated in the survey. Of 
these, 63 respondents completed the part of the 
survey concerning the NPFE, while 40 did not. 
Out of those 40 that did not complete the sur-
vey, 9 did not do so because they had never heard 
about the NPFE or because they did not know if 
their country had undertaken an NPFE. Of the 63 
respondents who completed the survey, 22 came 
from a country that did not undertake an NPFE. 
Of the other 41 respondents, 10 (25 percent) were 
OFPs, 19 (48 percent) were from GEF Agencies, 
and 12 (27 percent) were from CSOs. Respondents 
who dropped out of the survey were excluded from 
the analysis. 

3�3 Limitations

The NPFE was a new initiative that began imple-
mentation at the start of GEF-5. Therefore, the 
evaluation was expected only to be able to pro-
vide an assessment of the first round of NPFEs. 

However, all the NPFDs prepared—with the 
exception of the eight that were not submitted—
were assessed in this midterm evaluation. Early 
perceptions of the results have been documented. 
However, it will take further rounds of NPFEs to 
ascertain more concrete judgments on ownership, 
transparency, and predictability as well as other 
issues.

A full comparative assessment of NPFE 
countries and non-NPFE countries with regard to 
ownership and transparency and other issues was 
not possible due to resource and time constraints. 
Discussions were conducted with a small number 
of non-NPFE country stakeholders at ECW meet-
ings; these did provide some understanding of why 
countries chose not to conduct an NPFE.

Several limitations were encountered dur-
ing data collection and analysis. First, despite the 
evaluation providing many countries with lists 
of participants from their NPFDs, it was found 
that many government civil servants had changed 
posts, been replaced, and/or retired and were thus 
unavailable for interviews. Furthermore, many gov-
ernment employees had been recently appointed 
to their positions and knew little or nothing about 
the NPFE process. Second, accurate data on the 
administrative and technical process was difficult 
to obtain because of a lack of central record or fil-
ing systems for the NPFE process within the GEF 
Secretariat. Third, there is a self-selection bias in 
countries that chose to undertake NPFEs with GEF 
funding or with their own resources versus those 
that chose not to undertake an NPFE. Therefore, 
it is difficult to assess the extent to which NPFEs 
are driving differences in programming-related 
performance.

https://www.surveymonkey.com/
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4� Portfolio Overview and Analysis

Overall, 42 countries participated in the NPFE 
process. Of those 42, only 34 shared their 

NPFDs with the GEF Secretariat. Eight countries 
have not yet shared their documents with the Sec-
retariat, and it is unclear if they have finalized the 
process. Of the 34 countries with finalized NPFDs, 
24 had their NPFE process funded by the GEF, and 
10 carried out an NPFE using their own resources 
(figure 4.1). NPFDs do not generally specify the 
source of alternative NPFE funding, if any. In some 
cases, it is explicitly noted that the process was 

funded by a GEF Agency or other international 
institution, such as UNDP in Burkina Faso. Key 
informant interviews in the different countries 
validated this information.

A number of countries applied to undertake an 
NPFE, but withdrew from the process; these coun-
tries were Belize, Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia, Morocco, 
Pakistan, Suriname, Swaziland, Tunisia, and 
Tuvalu. The reasons for withdrawal are not clear, 
and it may be because of changing circumstances 
in each individual country. Challenges arising from 
the application process are another possible expla-
nation; this is further explored in section 5.4.

4�1 Regional Breakdown

The NPFE initiative attracted countries from 
different regions of the world, with the majority 
from Africa. In fact, the African region is the most 
represented in the NPFE process, with 22 countries 
(3 from Central Africa, 4 from East Africa, 2 from 
Southern Africa, and 13 from West Africa). Asia 
had 11 countries participating in the NPFE pro-
cess, Latin America and the Caribbean had 7, and 
Europe and Central Asia had 2 (figure 4.2).

4�2 Portfolio Overview 

During GEF-5, the 42 countries that participated in 
the NPFE process submitted a total of 663 projects 
to the GEF Secretariat (table 4.1). Of this total, only 
18 percent of the projects (121) emerged directly 

F I G U R E  4 . 1  Distribution of Countries 
Participating in the NPFE Process

Non-GEF-funded
NPFD submitted 

24% (10)

GEF-funded NPFD
not submitted

19% (8)

GEF-funded NPFD
submitted
57% (24)

S O U R C E S :  GEFSEC 2012a and GEF website.
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T A B L E  4 . 2  Status of Submitted Projects from NPFD Participating Countries 

Projects not in NPFD Projects in NPFD Projects where NPFD not completed

Pending Approved

Rejected/
dropped/
canceled Total Pending Approved

Rejected/
dropped/
canceled Total Pending Approved

Rejected/
dropped/
canceled Total

No. 84 256 86 426 22 76 23 121 23 86 13 122

% 19.7 60.1 20.2 100 18.2 62.8 19.0 100 18.8 70.5 10.7 100

S O U R C E :  PMIS.
N O T E :  Proposals for pending projects have been submitted but have not yet been approved. Approved projects include CEO approved, 
CEO endorsed, Council approved, Agency approved, program manager recommended, PIF approved, and PPG [project preparation grant] 
approved. Rejected/dropped/canceled projects include the following status: canceled, CEO PIF rejection, dropped, not recommended, 
rejected, and withdrawn.

from completed NPFDs. Another 278 projects were 
proposed but not submitted to the GEF Secretariat. 

For the 42 countries that participated in the 
NPFE process, there are currently 418 projects 
approved. Of the 121 projects submitted to the 
GEF and programmed in the NPFDs, 63 percent 
(76) have been approved; 19 percent (23) have been 
rejected, canceled, or dropped; and 18 percent (22) 
are still pending. These proportions are similar to 
those for the entire cohort of GEF-5 projects: of all 
projects submitted for approval in GEF-5, about 
60 percent have been approved; 20 percent have 
been rejected, canceled, or dropped; and 20 percent 
are still pending. The status trend for NPFD versus 
non-NPFD projects is quite similar (table 4.2).

The proportion of projects programmed in the 
NPFDs and submitted to the GEF is low. A number 

F I G U R E  4 . 2  Number of NPFDs by Region 

Asia
14%

Paci�c
12% Europe and

Central Asia
5% 

Latin
America

9%

Caribbean
7% 

West Africa
31% 

Central
Africa

7%

East
Africa
10% 

Southern Africa
5%

S O U R C E S :  GEFSEC 2012a and GEF website.

T A B L E  4 . 1  Projects Submitted or Programmed in NPFDs by Participating Countries 

Projects submitted Projects not submitted Total

Status 
of 
NPFD 

NPFD completed  
(34 countries) 

NPFD not 
completed  

(8 countries) Total NPFD completed (34 countries)

Project 
NPFD 
link 

Submitted 
PIF—not 
in NPFD 

Submitted 
PIF—in 
NPFD Total

Submitted 
PIF—no NPFD 

submitted

Programmed in 
NPFD—no PIF 
submitted to 

date (national)

Programmed in 
NPFD—no PIF 
submitted to 

date (regional) Total

Total 426 121 547 116 663 253 25 278 941

S O U R C E S :  PMIS and NPFDs.
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of contributory factors accounts for this (GEFSEC 
2012a): 

 • Project ideas may not have been eligible for GEF 
funding.

 • Projects may not have been pursued due to 
changing circumstances in the country.

 • Projects may have seen some changes in the title 
and general objectives compared to the sug-
gested projects in the NPFDs, but the main idea 
might have remained the same. This cannot be 
captured fully when NPFDs give only project 
titles without additional information. 

Among the 34 countries with completed 
NPFDs, 25 had at least one project activity sub-
mitted to the GEF. For these countries, the aver-
age proportion of submitted projects that were 
programmed from the NPFDs compared to all 
submitted projects was approximately 28 percent 

(figure 4.3). For 10 countries, more than 30 percent 
of the projects submitted came from their NPFDs. 
Of this total, many were from higher capacity set-
tings including Armenia, India, Mexico, the Philip-
pines, and Thailand. It is worth noting that nine 
countries with completed NPFDs (The Bahamas, 
Burkina Faso, Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, Ghana, 
Guinea, Niue, Uruguay, and Vietnam) had none of 
their projects submitted in GEF-5. In some cases, 
this is understandable since the NPFDs provided 
only broad program directions. The NPFDs of 
Ghana, Niue, Uruguay, and Vietnam listed no 
projects or programs. Elsewhere, as in Republic 
of Congo and Ethiopia, while the NPFD may have 
mentioned a significant number of projects, none 
were submitted in GEF-5.

Three countries submitted all the projects 
they programmed in their NPFDs. Antigua and 
Barbuda programmed two projects in the NPFD 
that it successfully submitted for Council approval. 

F I G U R E  4 . 3  Proportion of All Submitted Projects That Were Programmed in NPFDs
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S O U R C E S :  PMIS and NPFDs.
N O T E :  Data are for each country that has submitted at least one project to the GEF Secretariat during GEF-5.
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It also submitted seven additional projects not 
programmed in its NPFD. Chad is the second 
country that submitted all the projects that were 
programmed in its NPFD. Six projects were pro-
grammed and then submitted to the GEF. One is 
pending, and two were dropped. Chad also submit-
ted seven additional projects not programmed in 
the NPFD. The third country that submitted all its 
NPFD-programmed projects to the GEF was the 
Federated States of Micronesia. It programmed 
and submitted two projects, both of which were 
approved by the GEF Council. Additionally, it sub-
mitted two projects not programmed in the NPFD.

C O U N T R Y  T Y P E

Forty-five percent (19) of the 42 countries that 
undertook the NPFE process are LDCs, while 
21 percent (9) are SIDS. Seven percent (3) are both 
LDCs and SIDS.

LDCs and SIDS had a lower than average 
proportion of NPFD-proposed activities submitted 
to the GEF (table 4.3). During GEF-5, the 19 LDCs 
that participated in the NPFE process submitted 
a total of 309 projects; only 11 percent of these 
(34) were proposed in the NPFDs. The vast bulk of 

T A B L E  4 . 3  Projects Submitted or Programmed in NPFDs by Country Classification

Status of 
NPFD 

Countries 
that 

undertook 
NPFE

Projects submitted Projects not submitted Total

NPFD completed  
(34 countries)

NPFD not 
completed  

(8 countries) Total NPFD Completed (34 countries)

Project 
NPFD 
link 

Submitted 
PIF—not in 

NPFD

Submitted 
PIF—in 
NPFD Total

Submitted 
PIF—no NPFD 

submitted

Programmed 
in NPFD—no 

PIF submitted 
to date 

(national)

Programmed 
in NPFD—no 

PIF submitted 
to date 

(regional) Total

No� % No� % No� % No� No� % No� No� % No� % No� No�

LDCs 19 45.2 189 44 34 8 223 86 20 309 99 23 19 4 118 427

SIDS 9 21.4 39 36 10 9 49 23 21 72 33 31 3 3 36 108

LDCs and 
SIDs

3 7.1 20 47 4 9 24 10 23 34 9 21 0 0 9 43

Others 17 40.5 218 49 81 18 299 17 4 316 130 29 3 1 133 449

S O U R C E S :  PMIS and NPFDs.

NPFD-proposed activities (118) was not submitted 
to the GEF. The nine SIDS that participated in the 
NPFE process submitted a total of 72 projects, of 
which just 14 percent (10) were programmed in the 
NPFDs. The NPFDs also included 36 SIDS projects 
that were not submitted to the GEF. The 17 other 
countries that participated in an NPFE submit-
ted 316 projects, of which 26 percent (81) were 
programmed in their respective NPFD. For these 
countries, the NPFDs also included 133 projects 
that were not submitted to the GEF.

A similar picture emerges when looking only 
at the cohort of 34 countries that sent an NPFD. 
This cohort included 13 LDCs, which sent a total 
of 223 projects, of which only 11 percent had been 
proposed in their NPFDs. The seven SIDS that sent 
their NPFDs submitted a total of 49 projects, with 
20 percent of them programmed in the NPFDs. In 
comparison, the 16 other countries that sent their 
NPFDs submitted a total of 299 projects, 27 per-
cent of which were programmed in the NPFDs.

P R O J E C T S  B Y  R E G I O N

Table 4.4 shows the distribution of projects submit-
ted and proposed by region under GEF-5. The table 
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highlights that Latin America and the Caribbean 
and Asia were among the most successful regions 
in terms of the proportion of NPFD projects 
submitted to the GEF (28 percent and 27 percent, 
respectively). For African countries that partici-
pated in the NPFEs, only 12 percent of all projects 
submitted were from the NPFDs. A partial expla-
nation for this might be the number of regional 
or global projects implemented in Africa that the 
countries might not have programmed in their 
NPFDs, such as the GGW Sahel and West Africa 
Program in Support of the Great Green Wall Initia-
tive (GEF ID 4511) and the LCB-NREE Lake Chad 
Basin Regional Program for the Conservation and 
Sustainable Use of Natural Resources and Energy 
Efficiency (GEF ID 4680), among others.

R E G I O N A L  A P P R O A C H

NPFDs concentrated on national priorities and less 
on regional approaches. The proportion of regional 
projects submitted from NPFDs was 36 percent in 
Africa, 23 percent in Asia, and 9 percent in Latin 
America and the Caribbean; there were none in 
Europe and Central Asia (table 4.5). The com-
parative estimates for the proportion of regional 

projects submitted to the GEF Secretariat—outside 
of the NPFD framework—is 65 percent in Africa, 
58 percent in Asia, 50 percent in Europe and 
Central Asia, and 47 percent in Latin America and 
the Caribbean. The low proportion of submitted 
regional projects programmed in the NPFDs can 
be understood in the context of countries focused 
more on suggesting national priorities.

P R O J E C T S  B Y  F O C A L  A R E A

For all 34 countries that participated in the NPFEs, 
the highest proportion of submitted projects pro-
grammed in the NPFDs are multifocal area proj-
ects, which represent 36 percent of all submitted 
projects coming from NPFDs. For the submitted 
projects that were not programmed in the NPFDs, 
multifocal area projects also have the highest 
share: 30 percent (table 4.6). 

The next most represented focal area is climate 
change. Twenty-six percent of the projects submit-
ted to the GEF and programmed in the NPFDs are 
climate change projects, as are 23 percent of the 
submitted projects that were not programmed in 
the NPFDs. Biodiversity follows, with 20 percent 
of the submitted projects programmed in NPFDs 

T A B L E  4 . 4  Projects Submitted or Programmed in NPFDs by Region

Status of 
NPFD 

Projects submitted Projects not submitted Total

NPFD completed  
(34 countries)

NPFD not 
completed  

(8 countries) Total NPFD Completed (34 countries)

Project 
NPFD link Submitted 

PIF—not in 
NPFD

Submitted 
PIF—in 
NPFD Total

Submitted 
PIF—no NPFD 

submitted

Programmed 
in NPFD—no 

PIF submitted 
to date 

(national)

Programmed 
in NPFD—no 

PIF submitted 
to date 

(regional) Total

No� % No� % No� % No� % No� No� No� No� No�

Africa 231 63 44 12 275 75 93 25 368 122 15 137 505

Asia 108 60 48 27 156 87 23 13 179 71 7 78 257

ECA 28 82 6 18 34 100 0 0 34 14 0 14 48

LAC 59 72 23 28 82 100 0 0 82 46 3 49 131

S O U R C E S :  PMIS and NPFDs.

N O T E :  ECA = Europe and Central Asia; LAC = Latin America and the Caribbean.
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T A B L E  4 . 5  Regional/Global and National Projects Submitted or Programmed in NPFDs by Region

Project submitted— 
not in NPFD

Project submitted—
programmed in NPFD NPFD not completed

Region and project scope Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent

Africa 231 100 44 100 93 100

Regional/global 150 65 16 36 62 67

National 81 35 28 64 31 33

Asia 108 100 48 100 23 100

Regional/global 63 58 11 23 16 70

National 45 42 37 77 7 30

Europe and Central Asia 28 100 6 100 0 0

Regional/global 14 50 0 0 0 0

National 14 50 6 100 0 0

Latin America and the Caribbean 59 100 23 100 0 0

Regional/global 28 47 2 9 0 0

National 31 53 21 91 0 0

S O U R C E S :  PMIS and NPFDs.

and 14 percent of submitted projects not coming 
from NPFDs. Both climate change and biodiversity 
are included in the STAR allocation, so it is not 
surprising that they are represented in the NPFDs 
to this degree.

The third focal area covered by the STAR 
allocation is land degradation; it accounts for only 
4 percent of the submitted projects from NPFDs 
addressing that focal area. This compares to 8 per-
cent of the submitted projects not from NPFDs 
with a land degradation focal area. Because this 
focal area is also the one with the smallest alloca-
tion, countries might have preferred to program 
multifocal area projects with a land degradation 
component to make better use of their allocation 
rather than a single focal area project.

The projects proposed in the NPFDs but not 
submitted to the GEF cannot be analyzed in this 
section since most of them do not describe the 
focal areas in which they are included.

The NPFE process shows some evidence of 
promoting a portfolio approach at the national 
level. Although this is difficult to assess, evidence 
is found in 14 of the documents where a portfolio 

approach was promoted, such as multifocal area 
projects or promotion of a general approach to a 
country’s environmental conditions. Some docu-
ments explicitly emphasized a portfolio approach 
and the fact that projects should have impacts in 
several environmental areas, but they did not actu-
ally propose projects. For example, Ghana identi-
fied large programs and emphasized a portfolio 
approach in its analysis, but no specific projects 
were identified.

4�3 Allocation Analysis

The NPFE process was implemented with the aim 
of helping countries program their priorities for 
the use of GEF resources in a transparent manner 
both from countries’ national allocations under the 
STAR and outside these allocations. Therefore, it 
was expected that the countries that undertook the 
NPFE process would make more effective use of 
their allocations than the countries that did not.

On average, the 32 countries that undertook 
NPFEs with GEF funding have spent an average 
of 51 percent of their STAR allocations to date 
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T A B L E  4 . 6  Projects Submitted or Programmed in NPFDs by Focal Area and Project Type

Project submitted— 
not in NPFD

Project submitted—
programmed in NPFD NPFD not completed

Focal area and project type Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent

Biodiversity 59 14 24 20 21 18

Enabling activity 16 3 2

MSP 17 2 7

FSP 26 19 12

Climate change 96 23 31 26 21 18

Enabling activity 3 0 0

MSP 6 2 2

FSP 87 29 19

International waters 32 8 8 7 11 9

MSP 2 1 0

FSP 30 7 11

Land degradation 32 8 5 4 7 6

Enabling activity 8 2 0

MSP 5 1 2

FSP 19 2 5

Ozone depletion MSP 1 <1 0 0

Persistent organic pollutants 78 18 10 8 19 16

Enabling activity 16 2 3

MSP 8 3 1

FSP 54 5 15

Multifocal 128 30 43 36 37 32

Enabling activity 26 0 6

MSP 20 0 4

FSP 82 43 27

Total 426 100 121 100 116 100

S O U R C E S :  PMIS and NPFDs.

(figure 4.4). Four countries—Mauritania, Niger, 
Rwanda, and Togo—have used all of their alloca-
tions, while Republic of Congo and Nieu have not 
used any.

The STAR was introduced during GEF-5. 
During GEF-4 (2006–10), the RAF system was in 
place. Therefore, it might be useful to compare the 
allocation utilization (RAF versus STAR) of the 
countries that undertook NPFEs to see if the NPFE 
process allowed those countries to use more of 
their allocations.

The countries that conducted NPFEs with GEF 
funding had spent slightly less of their allocations 
during GEF-4 (figure 4.5): an average of about 47 per-
cent. Benin, Guinea, Nigeria, Rwanda, and Senegal 
did not use any of their allocations; The Bahamas 
and Republic of Congo exceeded their allocations. 
No trend by individual country can be discerned 
because the level of allocation spent during GEF-4 
and GEF-5 varied greatly depending on the country. 
Overall, the African and Latin American countries 
seem to have spent a higher percentage of their 
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F I G U R E  4 . 4  Proportion of STAR Allocation Spent by Region and Country for GEF-Funded NPFEs 
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F I G U R E  4 . 5  Proportion of RAF Allocation Spent during GEF-4 by Region and Country for  
GEF-Funded NPFEs
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allocations during GEF-5 than during GEF-4; the 
reverse is true for Asian countries.

The 10 countries that undertook NPFEs 
without GEF funding spent, on average, 72 per-
cent of their allocations (figure 4.6). Only Uruguay 
used almost all of its allocation (99 percent). All 
the other countries have remaining allocations 
between 13 and 43 percent.

F I G U R E  4 . 6  Proportion of STAR Allocation Spent by Region and Country for Non-GEF-Funded NPFEs
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F I G U R E  4 . 7  Proportion of RAF Allocation Spent during GEF-4 by Region and Country for  
Non-GEF-Funded NPFEs
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Those 10 countries that undertook the NPFEs 
without GEF funding spent, on average, less of 
their allocations during GEF-4 than during GEF-5: 
about 55 percent in GEF-4 compared to about 
72 percent in GEF-5. During GEF-4, Burkina Faso 
was the only country of the 10 that did not spend 
any of its allocation. None of the 10 countries spent 
all or almost all of their allocations (figure 4.7).
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Countries that did not conduct an NPFE 
have spent, on average, 61 percent of their STAR 
allocations as of this writing. Seventeen used 
all or almost all of their allocations (more than 
99 percent utilization), and six did not use any. 
It is important to recall that a year remains in 
the GEF-5 period, and countries can still submit 
projects and use their remaining allocations until 
June 30, 2014.

Countries that did not conduct an NPFE spent, 
on average, 39 percent of their RAF allocations 
during GEF-4—which is less than their average 

STAR utilizations during GEF-5. Seven used all or 
almost all of their allocations (more than 99 per-
cent utilization), and 32 did not use any. 

The countries that conducted NPFEs with-
out GEF funding had a higher use of their STAR 
allocations. It is also clear that the countries that 
actually did the NPFEs with GEF funding had 
a similar use of STAR allocations compared to 
countries that did not engage in the NPFE pro-
cess. Therefore, there is no evidence that the 
NPFE leads to a higher or more efficient use of 
STAR allocations.
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5� Relevance

5�1 Relevance to the GEF Mandate 
and Policies

The relevance of the NPFE is derived from the 
GEF Instrument, which emphasizes that country 
ownership (or country drivenness) needs to be in 
place for the successful delivery of GEF projects 
and programs. Table 5.1 shows that the concepts of 
ownership, GEF alignment with national priorities, 
and coordination have been further emphasized in 
the operational principles and subsequent replen-
ishment policy recommendations from GEF-2 
(1999–2002) to GEF-5. This is followed by NPFE 
goals and objectives.

The GEF Instrument emphasizes that the 
GEF “shall fund programs and projects which are 
country-driven and based on national priorities” 
(GEF 2011, 12). There is also an increasing amount 
of evaluative evidence from GEF Independent 
Evaluation Office evaluations that ownership plays 
a crucial role in ensuring efficient and effective 
delivery of GEF activities and in ensuring sup-
port for follow-up.1 The RAF midterm review 
and OPS4 also highlighted the need for country-
level programming. The GEF-5 replenishment 
policy recommendations called for development 
of a tool (which became the NPFE) to provide an 
operational basis for countries to build and sustain 
ownership in relation to GEF programming and 

1 See for example, OPS1, OPS2, and OPS4, and the 
various country portfolio evaluations. 

project development (GEF 2010d). Therefore, the 
NPFE was based on a clear operational need on the 
part of the countries.

5�2 Policy and Operational 
Challenges to Relevance

Several weaknesses in the definition of concepts, 
objectives, and guidance at the policy and opera-
tional levels negatively affect relevance.

First, no definitions of “country ownership” 
or “country drivenness” were given. The concepts 
have appeared in numerous GEF Council docu-
ments before 2010 and since the beginning of the 
NPFE initiative. But the GEF has not defined what 
these terms mean, leaving the concepts open to 
multiple interpretations and rhetorical use by all 
stakeholders, including within the NPFE initiative. 

Second, the NPFE has 13 goals and objectives 
with little clarity as to their relative level of impor-
tance or relation to one another. For example, in a 
2010 Council document, goals and main objectives 
focus broadly around the concept of strengthen-
ing country ownership and imply that this is to 
be achieved through improvements to alignment, 
coordination, and stakeholder involvement; how-
ever, the instructions for NPFEs in the same docu-
ment place the objective at a much lower output/
activity level: “to produce a NPFD” (GEF 2010a).

Third, the NPFE was developed without a 
clear logic model and monitoring and evaluation 
framework to measure country ownership and 



5 .  r e l e v a n c e  2 9

T A B L E  5 . 1  NPFE Relevance to GEF Mandate and Policies

NPFE GEF policies
G

oa
ls

 y To serve as tools for putting countries in the driver’s 
seat for determining programming priorities in a given 
GEF replenishment period

 y To strengthen recipient country capacity to coordinate 
among relevant ministries and to receive input from 
external stakeholders in the private and public sectors

 y To be a means to set forth country priorities for the use 
of GEF resources, and be the basis around which GEF 
Agencies will support the preparation and implementa-
tion of projects and programmatic approaches

 y To provide all GEF stakeholders, including the Secretar-
iat and Council, a more transparent basis for managing 
the incipient GEF project pipeline

GEF Instrument: The GEF shall…fund programs and 
projects which are country-driven and based on national 
priorities designed to support sustainable development 
and shall maintain sufficient flexibility to respond to 
changing circumstances in order to achieve its purposes.” 
“Actions needed to attain global environmental benefits 
are strongly influenced by existing national policies and 
sub regional and regional cooperative mechanisms. GEF 
financing will need to be coordinated with appropriate 
national policies and strategies.” 

O
bj

ec
ti

ve
s

 y To strengthen country ownership over decisions on GEF 
programming

 y To align the programming of GEF resources with rel-
evant strategies and national planning processes

 y To increase responsiveness to country priorities for 
generating global environment benefits

 y To identify projects and programmatic approaches

 y To bring together all relevant Ministries and represen-
tatives of other key stakeholders (e.g., CSOs and the 
private sector)

 y To build capacity of the focal points to coordinate 
GEF policy with other ministries and solicit input from 
stakeholders

 y To provide more predictable and transparent program-
ming process at the national level for the prospective 
project pipeline

 y To enhance the mainstreaming of global environmental 
concerns into other national planning processes and 
strategies

 y To develop an NPFD to serve as a basis for GEF resource 
programming through a consultation process with 
relevant government agencies and stakeholders 

GEF Operational Strategy (1995): “The GEF will fund 
projects that are country-driven and based on national 
priorities designed to support sustainable development.”

“Public consultation and participation of local com-
munities and other stakeholders will enhance the 
quality, impact, relevant and national ownership of GEF 
activities.” 

Replenishment policy recommendations
GEF-2: “Participants stress that GEF activities should 
be country-driven and that country ownership is key to 
the success of GEF projects. To achieve this, GEF activi-
ties should be based on national priorities designed 
to support sustainable development and the global 
environment.”

GEF-3: “Country ownership of GEF operations is essen-
tial to achieving sustainable results. GEF objectives and 
programs should therefore be integrated into national 
priorities, strategies and programs for sustainable 
development, based on policies and plans for each focal 
area in order to highlight their global relevance and to 
link contributions to all aspects of national sustainable 
development.”

GEF-4: “Country ownership of GEF activities will be fur-
ther enhanced by organizing multi-stakeholder consulta-
tions and workshops to increase ownership by diverse 
stakeholders at the national level.”

GEF-5: “It was agreed that GEF program support should 
be based upon—and integrated with—existing national 
programming and planning processes in countries.”

Participants support the proposal of providing GEF 
resources to recipient countries to undertake a national 
GEF portfolio identification process, on a voluntary basis, 
to provide a framework for programming GEF resources.

S O U R C E S :  NPFE goals: GEF 2010a, 6; NPFE objectives: GEFSEC 2012b, 1; GEF 1995; and summaries of negotiations for GEF 
replenishments.
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other goals and objectives. In 1998, a document 
presented to the Council aimed at “strengthening 
country-level coordination and ownership” (GEF 
1998) requested the development of indicators for 
measuring country ownership. This work could 
have provided a relevant input for the NPFE; how-
ever, the evaluation was unable to find indicators 
or evidence that the work had been started. 

Fourth, the NPFE guidance was overly focused 
on the complexities of the grant application pro-
cess (see chapter 7). There was no explicit direction 
on project size—e.g., that proposed projects must 
abide by MSP/FSP sizes or the GEF’s preference for 
funding larger projects—incremental reasoning, 
and cofinancing.2 The lack of technical guidance 
had several negative effects on the relevance of the 
NPFDs and the projects proposed (see chapter 6):

 • The proposed projects had unclear or some-
times absent GEF eligibility and incremental 
reasoning. For example, project proposals con-
tained requests for infrastructure the GEF could 
not provide. 

 • The project proposals lacked clear indications of 
cofinancing. In many countries, this may have 
been related to uneven participation of in-coun-
try ministries of finance, but also the lack of 
clarity on cofinancing requirements and ratios 
demanded by the GEF Secretariat. Cambodia, 
the Philippines, and Thailand all mentioned 
a lack of clarity on cofinancing from the GEF 
Secretariat.

 • Countries proposed too many projects, which 
were often below the usual resource enve-
lopes for MSPs or FSPs. For example, out of 
the 34 NPFDs, only 5 programmed fewer than 
5 projects in their NPFDs, 10 programmed 
between 5 and 10 projects, 8 programmed 
between 11 and 20 projects, and 7 programmed 

2 Despite encouraging the participation of line min-
istries, including the finance ministry. 

more than 20 projects. Overall, approximately 
60 percent of the countries programmed a 
rather large number of project proposals in 
their NPFDs (10 or more projects). There was 
significant variation within this range. Some 
countries, like Antigua and Barbuda, had as few 
as 3 projects programmed, while Thailand had 
37, Cambodia and The Gambia each had 40, and 
Ethiopia had 52.

Country interviews indicate other factors, 
such as depth of consultations, also played a role in 
producing too many and too small project propos-
als. In countries such as Ethiopia and The Gambia, 
there was a strong ethos of participation under-
pinning the government-led process to reach the 
grassroots for project proposals. While this was a 
laudable participatory process, it naturally pro-
duced many small project proposals, which could 
not be approved by the GEF. The experience indi-
cates that instead of the NPFE process being driven 
by relevant criteria and questions, such as what 
projects are eligible for GEF funding, it was driven 
by the need to be consultative. In essence, some 
countries focused on consultation and ownership. 
Under such circumstances, it was easy to take in 
too many proposals and lose relevance. 

5�3 Relevance of the NPFEs to the 
Countries

The relevance of the NPFE initiative to participat-
ing countries was strong and responded to their 
need for improved ownership and involvement in 
GEF programming and project development. 

Prior to the introduction of the NPFEs, atten-
tion to building country ownership in programs 
and projects was largely left to individual GEF 
Agency-country stakeholder interactions. GEF 
issues, such as climate change, were sometimes 
integrated into national development plans as 
well as Agency-country strategic planning pro-
cesses such as the United Nations Development 
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Assistance Framework or the World Bank Country 
Assistance Strategies.

Ten out of 19 countries interviewed reported 
that no systematic portfolio planning or alignment 
with national priorities was conducted prior to the 
NPFEs.3 All referred to the “old GEF system,” which 
had the following characteristics:

 • First come, first served. Project concepts 
would be presented by endorsement by the OFP 
without due attention to building a portfolio, 
including an overview of possible options for 
project concepts, or formal reviews by coun-
try stakeholders. An Eastern African country 
reported that this sometimes resulted in later 
project submissions with stronger alignment 
and relevance to country priorities being 
rejected due to lack of funds.

 • Pressure to sign. Agencies placed OFPs under 
time constraints to sign endorsement letters for 
projects.4 Some Asian countries reported that it 
was difficult to resist pressure when OFPs had 
sole responsibility for agreeing to projects with a 
lack of formal structures to promote discussion 
and foster distributed responsibility and owner-
ship.5

 • Lack of information about projects. Often, 
stakeholders were unaware of the status of 
projects after endorsement and submission to 
the GEF. OFPs reported they knew little about 
projects that they were asked to endorse.

 • Lack of consultation and involvement. In 
many countries, NSCs or similar committees 

3 Five countries did not provide a response. Four 
countries had already created NSCs to review projects. 

4 A typical comment was, “If I do not sign now, we 
may not get the money.”

5 Several countries reported that pressure tactics 
used by the GEF Agencies included suggestions that 
allocations could be lost if endorsement was not given.

did not exist, so there was no forum to discuss 
and debate project concepts and the portfolio.

Some countries (e.g., Brazil, Cameroon, the 
Arab Republic of Egypt, Mexico, and the Phil-
ippines) had already put in place an NPFE-like 
process. For example, Mexico started a project/
portfolio planning process in 2008 to assist in a 
more rapid and structured development of its GEF 
portfolio. This was a reaction to the slow program-
ming of resources experienced under the RAF, and 
gave Mexico a foundation on which to build when 
it decided to conduct its own, self-funded NPFE. 
Similarly, Cameroon put in place an NSC in 2008–
09 in part to develop a more systematic review and 
approval process for GEF projects and to address 
some of the pressures felt from the Agencies.

Country stakeholder needs for the NPFE 
related to improving country ownership and con-
trol over their GEF STAR allocations and broadly 
comprised three issues:

 • Stakeholder involvement—to broaden the 
decision-making process beyond the OFPs to 
include other stakeholders such as line minis-
tries

 • Transparency—to provide clear communica-
tion and coordination opportunities for stake-
holders to make decisions on priorities and 
project concepts together

 • Independent structure—to have a country-led 
planning process, with committees and criteria, 
for the use of the GEF allocation

Most countries perceived the primary rel-
evance of the NPFE as a tool for empowerment 
in the GEF so that they could generate project 
ideas without the influence of the GEF Agencies.6 
Others, such as the Philippines, wanted to use 

6 In these countries, the GEF Agencies were usually 
not permitted to participate until the validation work-
shop for the NPFDs.
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the process to have more time to discuss project 
concepts that were already developed with Agency 
involvement. In those countries, there was more 
open and structured dialogue with the Agencies. 
Relevance was context driven and depended on 
countries’ relations with Agencies and their inter-
pretations of the NPFEs. The flexibility conformed 
to broad guidelines provided by the GEF and the 
voluntary nature of the tool.

For the GEF Secretariat External Affairs, the 
relevance of the NPFE was perceived to be strong, 
as it provided countries with an opportunity to 
develop their own portfolios and projects through 
consultations. This increased ownership and 
capacity.

GEF Secretariat technical staff had more 
varied views of relevance based on expectations 
and differing opinions of the NPFE process and 
what the process was meant to deliver. Further-
more, they were directly involved in reviewing and 
providing comments on the NPFDs. On the one 
hand, some saw the process as useful for building 
country involvement and ownership as well as for 
empowering countries, regardless of the quality 
and utility of the NPFDs. During interviews, par-
ticipants noted the following:

 • “Nobody had ownership before…and this is bet-
ter than nothing because it gets the government 
stakeholders moving in the right direction. And 
this is particularly important in African coun-
tries, and not so much in the Brazils or Mexicos 
where the Agencies are paper pushers.”

 • “The main value was country ownership. 
Countries had a chance to discuss without the 
Agencies… Focusing on country ownership is 
perhaps the best way to get to global environ-
mental benefits.”

On the other hand, some interviewees 
were critical of the lack of strategy or portfolio 
approaches (see chapter 6) contained within the 
NPFDs and the predominant focus on producing 

lists of projects—many of which did not meet GEF 
eligibility criteria and were unrelated and of lim-
ited relevance: “It was not a strategic process and 
it was money driven rather than strategy driven…
countries [were] wondering or focused on ‘how do 
we slice this [the STAR allocation]?’”

GEF Agency staff highlighted similar criti-
cisms with regard to the poor strategic focus and 
development of projects with little attention to 
eligibility and cofinancing. However, the NPFE 
process was seen as a relevant and beneficial first 
step in building country involvement in portfolio 
and project development (see chapter 6).

5�4 Non-NPFE Countries

Countries cited the following external reasons for 
not conducting an NPFE:

 • Instability in civil service cadres resulting 
in frequent staff turnover making the NPFE 
planning process impossible. For example, 
some African countries cited political and social 
instabilities resulting in disruptions to the civil 
service, making it impossible to conduct plan-
ning processes.

 • Existing government planning mechanisms 
for considering GEF projects and allocating 
resources to national priorities. For example, 
Mauritius had government planning processes 
linked to its 2020 Vision and also a national sus-
tainable development strategic plan with various 
standing committees. Therefore, the NPFE was 
considered duplicative. 

 • Lack of awareness of the NPFE initiative. This 
lack was related to staff turnover and poor insti-
tutional memory among country stakeholders.7

7 The GEF Secretariat promoted direct access and 
the NPFE through the ECWs and constituency meetings 
in 2011, thus accomplishing some awareness raising; but 
it is difficult to counteract the effects of changing civil 
service cadres. 
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GEF Agencies discouraged countries from 
participating,8 citing various reasons, including: 
“the NPFE is just another planning exercise on top 
of already too many,” “the countries already plan 
their GEF resources,” and “the countries would not 
be able to submit project proposals while the NPFE 
process is ongoing.” For example, Swaziland under-
took its own portfolio/project planning exercise 
which was funded by UNDP.

Countries were also discouraged from con-
ducting NPFEs because internal GEF-related 
issues reduced the attractiveness and relevance of 
participation:

 • Transaction costs associated with the long and 
complex application process for the NPFE grant 

8 UNEP, for example, attempted to discourage an 
Asian country from conducting an NPFE.

discouraged countries from conducting an 
NPFE (see chapter 7). For example, Belize, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Liberia, Morocco, Pakistan, Suriname, 
Swaziland, Tunisia, and Tuvalu dropped out in 
part because of shortcomings in the application 
process.9 

 • In October 2010, the GEF CEO decided not to 
allow the submission of PIFs until the NPFE 
process was completed, thus removing the flex-
ibility countries had previously been assured of 
(e.g., by GEF 2010c). For one example, Pakistan 
dropped out because of this decision (see chap-
ter 7). 

9 A further 10 countries chose to do the NPFE with 
their own resources: Burkina Faso, Chile, Colombia, 
India, Kazakhstan, Kenya, Mexico, Solomon Islands, 
Uruguay, and Vietnam. 
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6� Effectiveness and 
Emerging Results

Enhancing country ownership of GEF programs 
and projects was a key objective of the NPFEs. 

Ownership was assessed from three perspectives: 
stakeholder consultation, alignment with strate-
gies and national planning processes, and capacity 
building to improve coordination and solicit inputs 
to GEF programs and projects.

6�1 Country Stakeholder 
Consultation

Thirty-two out of 34 NPFDs indicated consulta-
tions were held with stakeholder groups (table 6.1). 
However, the level of detail of their descriptions 
varied. Only 10 NPFDs provided a comprehen-
sive list of stakeholders involved. Others provided 
indicative descriptions, and some provided no 
information at all. GEF-financed NPFDs tend to 
have more information on stakeholders involved 
and processes used, such as workshops and inter-
views, compared to non-GEF-financed NPFDs. 
Some Latin American and Asian countries had 
very little to no information on stakeholder 
involvement or their consultation processes.

From the reports with a full list of partici-
pants, it is clear that NPFE government participa-
tion was broadly satisfactory, whereas participa-
tion from other stakeholder groups was lower. 
Participation from ministries of environment, 
including convention focal points and representa-
tives of environmental parastatals, was the norm. 
In addition, one or two representatives from 

ministries of agriculture, energy, and/or forestry 
participated because they had previously been or 
are currently involved as executing agencies for 
GEF projects and had clear incentives for attend-
ing the meetings. Indeed, many interviewees 
from non-environment line ministries expressed 
a high level of satisfaction with consultation and 
coordination:

 • “To some extent we got to know what other 
ministries were concerned with, what proposals 
they had, and this had not happened before in a 
formal way.”

 • “It was about improving coordination on GEF 
issues, and it was about involving different 
people in a joint process to come up with project 
ideas.”

In Ethiopia, the Gambella local and regional 
authority officials and CBOs were also involved in 
NPFE consultations, which reflected their in-depth 
and participatory approaches to generating proj-
ect concepts. Ethiopia’s NPFE process was based 
on reaching out to the regions and grassroots so 
that their project ideas and concepts could be 
considered. 

The result of conducting large consultation 
exercises tended to be large numbers of project 
proposals. In some countries, this resulted in dif-
ficulties in managing stakeholder expectations and 
communication when new programs were intro-
duced outside of the NPFE process (box 6.1).



6 .  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  a n d  e M e r g i n g  r e s u l t s  3 5

T A B L E  6 . 1  Stakeholder Consultation and Involvement in Country NPFE Initiatives

Country
Consultative 

process

Stakeholder involvement

NSC 
createdMinistries CSOs

Private 
sector

GEF 
Agency

GEF 
Secretariat

Antigua and Barbuda Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No

Armenia Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes

Bahamas Yes — — Yes Yes No Yes

Burkina Faso Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes

Cambodia Yes Yes Yes No Yes No No

Cameroon Yesa Yes Yes — Yes Yes Yesb

Chad Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes

Chile Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No

Colombia — — — — — — No

Congo, Rep. Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes

Congo, Dem. Rep. Yes Yes No No No No Yes

Ethiopia Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes

Gambia, The Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes

Ghana Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes

Guinea—Conakry Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes

Guinea—Bissau Yes Yes Yes No Yes No No

India Yes Yes No No No No Yes

Kazakhstan — — — — — — —

Kenya Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes

Mali Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No

Mauritania Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes

Mexico Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes

Micronesia, Fed. Sts. Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes

Nigeria Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes

Niue Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes

Philippines Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes

Rwandac Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No

St. Lucia Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes

Solomon Islands Yes Yes Yes No Yes No No

Sri Lanka Yesd — — — — — No

Tanzania Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Thailand Yes Yes Yes No Yes No Yes

Togo Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes

Uruguay Yes Yes — — — — No

Vietnam Yes Yes — — Yes — —

Total 32 31 27 7 22 4 22 (17)

S O U R C E :  NPFDs.
a. Based on interviews; NPFD does not detailed the consultation process.
b. Several countries had already created NSCs—Cameroon, The Gambia, Ghana, India, Kenya, and Mexico.
c. Based on interviews; no NPFD submitted by Rwanda.
d. Consultation described but insufficient evidence of stakeholder groups.
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Twenty-seven of 34 NPFDs indicated CSO par-
ticipation in the NPFEs. CSOs included academic 
institutions, research institutes, international 
NGOs (such as the World Wildlife Fund in Cam-
bodia and the Wildlife Conservation Society in 
Rwanda), NGOs, and CBOs. Academics, research 
institutes, and NGOs were consistently involved 
across the 25 countries; CBOs were not involved 
in most countries except for Burkina Faso, Ethio-
pia, The Gambia, St. Lucia, and Togo. Country 
interviews revealed some underlying reasons for 

B O X  6 . 1  Reaching out to the Grassroots: 
Unfulfilled Expectations 

Burkina Faso conducted consultations with national 
NGOs and CBOs to generate project concepts and/
or components of projects for the NPFD. The con-
sultations were productive and well received by the 
NGOs/CBOs. It was their first time to be consulted 
and asked to submit project concepts addressing 
environmental challenges in their regions: “It was 
a unique opportunity for us to speak out and we 
are grateful for the opportunity. The expectations 
were very strong that the process would result in an 
opening of the GEF to all…”

The NGOs/CBOs submitted projects on biodiver-
sity and climate change (renewable energy), and 
everything initially went well. In the meantime, 
the country committed most of its STAR allocation 
to the Great Green Wall regional program (to be 
implemented by the World Bank). This was not part 
of the NPFE consultations and was not supported 
by the OFP or the GEF NSC. Subsequently, there was 
no feedback provided to the NGOs/CBOs about the 
fate of their project proposals. The NGOs stated: “A 
break came in the communication [with the NSC], 
so we were wondering as to the transparency of 
the process. Then we heard about the Great Green 
Wall—the GEF informed the government about 
it—it was the GEF telling us yes, you can participate, 
but we are taking your money for the Great Green 
Wall… We were very disappointed and hope there 
will be another opportunity in GEF-6.”

the exclusion of CBOs. First, the NPFE process 
was perceived as a planning tool for larger GEF 
projects. Second, CBO-related opportunities for 
projects existed in the Small Grants Programme 
and not the NPFE process.

Private sector involvement was weak. Only 7 
of 34 NPFDs reported private sector participation 
in consultations. Four of the seven presented no 
substantive evidence on the identity of the private 
sector participants; in others, including Antigua 
and Barbuda and Mauritania, associations were 
involved, such as hotel associations or chambers of 
commerce.

Country interviewees stated that it was dif-
ficult to attract the private sector to participate in 
the NPFE process, which had no quick outcome 
or clear business rationale. There was no deliber-
ate attempt to exclude the private sector. Based on 
current experience, it is clear the NPFE initiative 
in its current form is not an ideal tool for engaging 
with the private sector.

6�2 GEF Agency and GEF Secretariat 
Involvement in NPFEs

Twenty-two of 34 NPFDs indicated that GEF Agen-
cies participated in NPFE consultations (table 6.2). 
UNDP was the Agency most commonly involved, 
because it has a field presence in all the countries 
and is easy to engage in consultation. The World 
Bank, UNIDO, and FAO were involved in seven 
to nine countries each based on their respective 
country presence and requests from the countries. 
The Asian Development Bank was asked to be 
involved in the Philippines, Thailand, and Viet-
nam. IDB and AfDB were only involved in one 
country each, which can be attributed to their less 
consistent engagement on GEF projects in country 
and to their sometimes limited in-country pres-
ence. AfDB has begun to be more actively engaged 
in project development in GEF-5. However, staff 
reported that, for most countries, they only came 
to know of NPFEs after the process concluded.
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In a few countries in the Africa region, UNDP 
funded the NPFEs and could potentially guarantee 
its involvement, although this presented a poten-
tial conflict of interest. A similar issue occurred 
in Africa when a GEF Secretariat staff member 
seconded to the World Bank country office worked 
with the government and used the NPFE process to 
conduct consultations on a GEF project on which 
the Bank was an Implementing Agency.

Country stakeholders saw the NPFE as a turn-
ing point in their relationships with the Agencies. 
Countries proposed project concepts and selected 

Agencies to work with, rather than the Agencies 
suggesting or advising on projects for their consid-
eration. The consultative processes in many coun-
tries limited Agency involvement until the closing 
or draft report validation workshop. In others—
e.g., in Asia—the countries perceived the NPFEs as 
a way to improve partnerships with the Agencies 
through their involvement in all meetings based 
on proactive collaboration. Noted an interviewee, 
“…before, the Agencies would just propose projects 
to us, but now they work much more together with 
us.”

T A B L E  6 . 2  GEF Agency Participation in NPFE Consultations

Country UNDP UNEP World Bank ADB AfDB FAO IDB UNIDO

Antigua and Barbuda — Yes — — — — — —

Armenia Yes — Yes — — Yes — Yes

Bahamas Yes — Yes Yes

Burkina Faso Yes — — — — — — —

Cambodia Yes — — — — — — Yes

Cameroon — Yes

Chad —a — — — — — — —

Chile Yes Yes Yes — — Yes — Yes

Congo, Rep. Yes — — — — — — —

Ethiopia Yes — — — — — — —

Gambia, The Yes — — — — — — —

Guinea—Bissau Yes — — — — — — —

Kenya Yes Yes Yes — — — — Yes

Mali Yes — Yes — — Yes — —

Mauritania Yes — — — — Yes — —

Mexico Yes — Yes — — — — Yes

Philippines Yes — Yes Yes — Yes — Yes

Rwanda — — Yes — — — — —

Solomon Islands —b — — — — — — —

Tanzania Yes Yes Yes — Yes Yes — —

Thailand Yes Yes Yes Yes — Yes — Yes

Vietnam — — — Yes — — — —

Total 15 6 9 3 1 8 1 7

S O U R C E :  NPFDs.
N O T E :  ADB = Asian Development Bank.
a. Chad stated that “development partners” attended its NPFE consultations without stating specifically which GEF Agency attended.
b. Solomon Islands stated that consultations were held with a GEF Agency without stating specifically which Agency was involved.
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There were considerable differences in the 
perception and benefit of GEF Agency involve-
ment in the NPFE consultations: headquarters 
staff generally perceived the NPFE to have ham-
pered coordination and slowed project develop-
ment with country clients. In contrast, field-based 
staff viewed coordination and consultation with 
the countries to have been enhanced through the 
NPFEs. Furthermore, it also reduced some of the 
“horse trading” and “competition” between Agen-
cies, as the project proposals were discussed in a 
more transparent manner. The reasons for the dif-
ference in perceptions are not clear, but may relate 
to the closer relations field-based staff have with 
countries, whereas headquarters staff may have 
more “corporate” views.

GEF Secretariat technical involvement in 
NPFEs was ad hoc and based on requests from 
countries. Only four countries received visits from 
GEF Secretariat technical staff; support came 
primarily from the natural resource teams. Staff 
assistance varied by country—from general advice 
on project eligibility and cofinancing to active 
involvement in individual project development. 
While this was useful in the Philippines and helped 
focus project proposals for submission to the GEF 
Secretariat, it had no such effect in Central Africa. 
Clearly, these examples show that technical assis-
tance is related to country context and the capacity 
to use the advice.

6�3 Creation of National Steering 
Committees and Increased 
Transparency

The guidelines advised countries to put NSCs in 
place as part of the consultation process to set pri-
orities and review project proposals and to hold at 
least one consultation to discuss the draft report. 
Thirty-two of 34 NPFDs reported, in varying 
levels of detail, on consultations conducted dur-
ing the NPFE process. Eighteen of the 34 NPFDs 
were based on combined multiple consultations 

with stakeholders and capacity-building exercises 
(table 6.2).

While no consultation processes were identi-
cal, common elements were observed:

 • Hosting initial workshops by the OFP with 
stakeholders to introduce the NPFE process and 
call for project proposals1

 • Capacity building and awareness raising on the 
GEF and strategies/criteria; project concept and 
proposal development or proposal writing (using 
the PIF format)

 • Contracting a national consultant(s) to facilitate 
and document meetings, review country strate-
gies, and conduct interviews/meetings with 
stakeholder groups

 • Establishing an NSC or using an existing NSC 
or NSC-like committee structure

 • Developing criteria for NSC judgment of project 
proposals based on country priorities and GEF 
criteria

 • Establishing focal area subgroups within some 
NSCs to preselect projects to be presented to 
the full NSC

 • Conducting stakeholder meetings and inter-
views with national, regional, and community 
stakeholder groups (CBOs)

 • Drafting report write-ups and stakeholder vali-
dation workshops

Seventeen NSCs were established as a result of 
the NPFE process, with a further five pre-existing 
NSCs or similar committees involved. NSCs were 
important to those countries that established them 
in providing a multistakeholder structure to judge 
project concepts and make decisions. For OFPs 

1 In some countries, the call for project proposals 
was conducted through national newspapers (Nigeria) 
or through radio programs (Ethiopia).
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who had experienced the “old system” that they 
perceived as disempowering, the NSC structure 
(and the NPFEs) was an opportunity to shift the 
balance of power:

 • “We wanted…control over the allocation… It is 
the country that makes the decision.” 

 • “It [the NPFE] is about our priorities and our 
projects.”

The NPFEs and the NSCs in particular 
were viewed as playing a major role in improv-
ing transparency at the country level in terms 
of establishing processes and structures for the 
review of project proposals. The vast majority of 
country stakeholders believed transparency to have 
increased because of the NPFEs. But most of the 
gains in transparency were seen as being associ-
ated with the consultations and as occurring up 
to the submission of the NPFDs. Some stakehold-
ers, particularly those not sitting on the NSCs, 
had received no feedback on their proposals since 
submission or were unsure of where their projects 
stood in the pipeline. Countries where this was the 
case include Burkina Faso, Cambodia, The Gam-
bia, Guinea, and Thailand. 

Most NSCs have continued to function since 
the completion of the NPFDs. Only some Cen-
tral African countries reported that their NSCs 
stopped meeting after the completion of the NPFE 
process because of a lack of funding to hold meet-
ings. NSC membership in most countries was 
reported to be restricted to ministries of environ-
ment and line ministries. However, Guinea, the 
Philippines, and Togo reported that CSOs were 
also members of the NSC.

Following were the common barriers to effec-
tive consultation:

 • Ministries sending junior staff to the NPFE 
meetings who were not of decision-making 
rank; Cambodia and Thailand reported that this 
negatively affected the quality of their NPFE 

consultations because junior staff tend not to 
speak out in workshops but simply take notes for 
their absent superiors

 • Ministries sending a different staff member 
to each meeting so that it became difficult to 
maintain consistency in participation

 • Lack of knowledge about the GEF, causing many 
consultations to be prefaced by basic training 
sessions on the GEF; this was particularly a 
problem in LDCs (African country participants) 
which suffer from low capacity

 • Limited or no experience in writing project 
concepts or basic proposal writing: in most 
countries, the GEF Agencies had previously 
formulated project concepts and written PIFs, 
leading to most stakeholders having no experi-
ence in writing GEF proposals; in contrast, in 
other countries, stakeholders were not interested 
in writing proposals, which they saw as “the 
job of the Agencies,” but wanted the writing to 
adequately reflect their ideas 

6�4 Alignment with National 
Strategies and Planning Processes

Twenty-nine out of 34 countries described their 
national strategies (national biodiversity strategies 
and action plans; national adaptation programs of 
action; and water, energy, forest, and agricultural 
strategies) in detail in the NPFDs and tried to link 
their programmed GEF projects with them.2 This 
is in line with the overall vision for the NPFEs and 
objectives of strengthening alignment between 
national and GEF priorities.

There was a strong perception among country 
stakeholders that NPFEs provided a forum for a 
more comprehensive discussion of national and 

2 NPFDs included reviews of existing legislation 
and national environmental and development strategies. 
Countries were able to identify clear overlaps.
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GEF strategic alignment in terms of identifying 
clear synergies. Consequently, this element was 
very strong in the NPFDs, with only six countries 
not mentioning their national strategies.

National development planning processes were 
linked in many countries to overarching visions 
(Vision 2020 or 2030) or five-year development 
plans. While environmental priorities in these 
plans were incorporated into NPFE consultations, 
national budgeting for development planning 
was not. For example, in one Asian country, the 
national budget responds to priorities in the devel-
opment plan. The budget considers financing for 
activities (including projects) every year. However, 
the NPFE consultations could not be aligned with 
the government planning and budgeting process 
because of delays and because GEF projects take 
too long to approve. 

6�5 Regional Projects

The NPFE process was also meant to consider “pri-
ority areas for regional collaboration.”3 However, 
most of the countries did not mention regional 
collaboration and focused more on identifying 
national priorities. Interviews tended to confirm 
the strong perception that the NPFEs were not an 
appropriate tool to promote regional collaboration. 
One of the barriers to successful regional project 
concept development cited by several countries 
was the lack of exchange and coordination between 
countries during the NPFE process. For example, 
the evaluation could find no countries that had 
communicated on regional project ideas or held 
meetings to discuss such issues.

The perception of the NPFEs as being more 
nationally focused than regional is not entirely 

3 The Secretariat in its guidelines suggested that 
each country’s NPFD should contain the priority areas 
for regional collaboration. The document was supposed 
to “highlight pressing global and regional environmen-
tal problems on which regional and sub-regional level 
cooperation will be necessary to properly address.” 

supported by the assessment of NPFDs, which 
indicates that 14 out of 34 reports did include some 
consideration of regional environmental issues. 
Further, of the 14 NPFDs that addressed regional 
environmental concerns, 8 proposed regional 
projects.

6�6 Capacity Building

In countries where stakeholder capacities were low, 
NPFEs were not effective in the identification of 
project ideas eligible for GEF funding. The NPFE 
initiative is implicitly based on the assumption 
that participants are informed and knowledgeable 
about the GEF, its eligibility criteria, strategies, and 
project development process. In many countries, 
the capacities of participants were not sufficient to 
enable meaningful consultation or development of 
project concepts. Thus, capacity-building exercises 
were often included through additional preparatory 
meetings or training on GEF strategies and project 
proposal writing. The NPFE initiative was viewed 
by most OFPs as an opportunity to raise awareness 
of the GEF—such as what it funds and its strate-
gies—in a structured and transparent approach 
with all stakeholders. 

Interviews revealed that such capacity-building 
exercises only resulted in a temporary boost in 
understanding of the GEF in country, mainly 
because civil servants have been transferred, 
retired, or removed from their positions since the 
end of the NPFE process. This means, as one OFP 
observed: “More training will have to be given for 
another NPFE process in GEF-6.”

In countries where the OFPs have remained in 
position, the NPFE initiative achieved the objective 
of building capacity to manage a multistakeholder 
consultative and coordination process. The NSC 
structure has also further developed communica-
tion, mediation, and negotiation skills. However, 
the GEF Secretariat’s focus on building capacity 
for consultation and coordination was a narrow 
one, as it is clear that capacity needs went beyond 
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process to substantive technical issues. And with-
out that knowledge, participation was unlikely to 
produce a relevant or effective GEF portfolio of 
projects.

6�7 Promoting a Portfolio Approach

The primary intended output from the NPFEs, 
as per the NPFE guidelines, was an indicative list 
of projects for development and approval by the 
GEF Secretariat. Country interviews revealed that 
stakeholders clearly understood they were meant 
to generate project concepts for development. 
However, for GEF Secretariat technical staff and 
Agency headquarters–based staff, greater emphasis 
was placed on the production of a portfolio or pro-
grammatic approaches. Among country stakehold-
ers, some questioned if the GEF had a clear defini-
tion of a “portfolio approach,” as opposed to what 
was understood as the development of individual 
projects.

The majority of NPFDs do not show evidence 
of promoting a portfolio approach. Most of the 
projects or programs described are disconnected 
from one another, and the reasoning behind those 
choices seems to be driven by dividing up the 
STAR allocation. Twenty NPFDs do not men-
tion or promote any kind of portfolio approach; in 
14 NPFDs, some portfolio elements can be found. 
Some of the countries programmed multifocal area 
projects, while others tried to see the country’s 
environmental protection as a whole and include 
projects within the context of national priorities. 

The effect of producing lists of project con-
cepts with little direct connection was the result 
of the broad consultation processes the countries 
followed. In short, the more stakeholders involved, 
the more project ideas likely to be developed into 
concepts in the NPFDs. As discussed in chap-
ter 5, the majority of countries developed more 
than 10 projects for approval with their STAR 
allocations. Some projects were under $1 million 
and were never going to be approved by the GEF 

Secretariat—especially as the project policy seems 
to be trending toward larger projects with the MSP 
ceiling now raised to $2 million.

The countries were subsequently advised by 
the GEF Secretariat to combine or focus their con-
cepts into small numbers of larger projects in line 
with MSPs and FSPs. In some countries, this led 
to the combining of small projects from different 
focal areas, leading to multifocal projects. How-
ever, in some cases, this had the effect of selecting 
larger projects and ruling out CBO participation 
in projects that had been encouraged through in-
country consultations.

In some Asian countries, project concepts 
had already been developed or sketched out with 
the assistance of or by the GEF Agencies and were 
effectively fitted to the NPFE process. This avoided 
some of the problems found in other countries, but 
contradicted the underlying premise of the NPFE 
process.

GEF Secretariat and GEF Agency headquarters 
staff tended to be critical of the commonly termed 
“shopping list approach” of the NPFDs, as they 
lacked focus and strategy—resulting in additional 
effort to get countries to focus and slowing down 
project PIF development. Moreover, the lack of 
cofinancing discussions within the NPFEs meant 
projects were presented to the GEF without indica-
tions of in-country financing, further reducing the 
effectiveness of the NPFDs. More than 75 percent 
of NPFD project concepts have not been developed. 
Therefore, in terms of providing an indicative pipe-
line of projects or a portfolio, the NPFD perfor-
mance has been less than expected.

The underlying reasons for the problems 
encountered are related to imprecision in the NPFE 
guidance, lack of in-country capacity to produce 
“GEF-able” project concepts, lack of GEF Secre-
tariat technical staff involvement to provide guid-
ance to countries during their NPFEs (only ad hoc 
assistance was given and this was not adequate), 
and a lack of guidance that may have resulted in 
more projects being approved. 
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6�8 Synergies between Focal Areas

There are indications that the NPFE initiative led 
to increased synergies between focal areas as a 
result of bringing different groups of stakeholders 
together, but also because of the GEF Secretariat’s 
advice to merge small projects.

The NPFEs were perceived by country stake-
holders, the GEF Secretariat, and field-based GEF 
Agency staff to have led to enhanced synergies 
between focal areas and to more multifocal area 
projects.

Country stakeholder interviews showed the 
NPFE consultations led to greater consideration 
of synergies by bringing together convention focal 
points and different ministries, such as agriculture 
and forestry, that would not meet regularly to dis-
cuss areas of mutual interest.

This was coupled with the more recent consid-
erations of linkages between biodiversity, climate 
change, and land degradation in country strategies 
and at the conference of the parties level, of which 
the convention focal points were aware. Country 
stakeholders indicated that the GEF Secretariat 
encouraged countries to focus and to combine 
small project concepts into larger multifocal proj-
ect concepts when appropriate (with the support of 
the GEF Agencies). 

6�9 Utility

The usefulness of the NPFDs as a predictable 
project development process is currently low. The 
documents could be used as a baseline and as 
learning experiences for GEF-6.

For most OFPs and other country stakehold-
ers, the NPFDs have not been used extensively 
after completion. Most stated that they will only 
return to the documents to provide a baseline 
for GEF-6 NPFE processes. Some project con-
cepts that were not approved or could not be 
funded would perhaps be redeveloped and made 
“GEF-able.”

The GEF Agencies have initially referred to the 
NPFDs and—where possible—used project concept 
ideas but were critical of the utility of documents 
that presented “shopping lists” or “wish lists” of 
projects. Many of these projects were ineligible for 
GEF funding.

The GEF Secretariat is required to consult 
NPFDs as part of the PIF review checklist. How-
ever, it is not a determining factor in acceptance 
or rejection of a project proposal. Staff mentioned 
“glancing” at the NPFDs during project reviews 
quickly to see if the project or a similar concept 
was there. Therefore, its value remains unclear.

The dissemination of the NPFDs has been lim-
ited to select in-country stakeholders, GEF Agen-
cies (several field-based staff reported that they had 
not received copies), and the GEF Secretariat. Eight 
countries that received funding have not submitted 
their reports. Feedback to in-country stakeholders 
on the status of their project concepts was found to 
be problematic in several countries.

The GEF Secretariat has published all NPFDs 
on the GEF website. However, the link to the NPFE 
page is not immediately obvious to country stake-
holders; it takes three “clicks” to get to the correct 
page. Most country stakeholders were unaware 
that the NPFDs were published on the website. 

6�10 Other Results

The NPFE was expected to provide opportunities to 
integrate global environmental benefits and issues 
into country priorities and to enhance responsive-
ness to convention guidance. However, for most 
country stakeholders, the process outcomes were 
uncertain or not observable in one round of NPFEs.

6�11 Summary

Overall, the NPFE initiative has had a low uptake. 
Only 42 countries participated in the process in 
GEF-5, while the expectation was 100 countries in 
the first year. The NPFE initiative has enhanced 



6 .  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  a n d  e M e r g i n g  r e s u l t s  4 3

ownership and transparency in participating 
countries. The range of stakeholders consulted has 
been generally inclusive and in line with GEF guid-
ance, except with regard to the private sector. The 
consultation processes, including the creation of 
many NSCs, has provided a sustainable structure 
to review and approve GEF projects at the country 
level. The main shortcoming relates to challenges 
of developing focused and “GEF-able” projects. 
This is partly related to the issue of poor guidance, 
and to low in-country capacity.

As an indication of the success of the NPFE 
initiative, 18 out of 20 countries that were inter-
viewed stated that they wanted the NPFEs to con-
tinue in GEF-6—albeit with changes in the timing 
and administration of the process (issues discussed 
in chapter 7).

GEF Agency headquarters staff and—to some 
extent—GEF Secretariat technical staff were less 
positive about the NPFEs, mainly because of the 
perceived low value in producing lists of projects 
and a desire for a more strategic approach.
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7� Efficiency of the 
Administrative Process

7�1 Overview

The process and administrative design of the 
NPFEs aspired to strengthen country ownership 
of decisions on GEF resource programming. The 
NPFEs were designed to be executed directly by 
national entities in recipient countries. The funds 
were devised to be provided through direct access 
to the recipient country within the framework of 
the CSP. The maximum GEF funding envisioned 
for the activity was $30,000, accessible through a 
recipient-executed small grants procedure from the 
World Bank.

Overall implementation and coordination 
responsibilities were assigned to the GEF Sec-
retariat, with OFPs playing a key role in ensur-
ing execution by national entities in recipient 
countries. To gain access to GEF funding for 
NPFEs, the focal points were required to submit 
an application template on behalf of the recipient 
country. This was considered an endorsement of 
the activity. The application provided detailed 
descriptions of the activity and its associated 
costs. 

The NPFE process was expected to last 
between four and six months (120–180 days), 
resulting in a completed NPFD. The NPFD was to 
be a document of approximately 5–10 pages long 
and covering the following: 

 • A description of the NSC 

 • A description of broader consultations

 • A brief description of the country’s global envi-
ronmental challenges in the different sectors 
within the focal areas funded by the GEF

 • A note on the level of the indicative STAR allo-
cation for the country for each focal area under 
the STAR and a clear list of priority projects 
and/or programmatic approaches, eligible under 
the GEF-5 focal area strategies, for which the 
country intended to seek support in GEF-5

 • A list of priority projects, eligible under the 
GEF-5 focal area strategies, for which the coun-
try would seek support in focal areas/themes 
outside the STAR

 • A brief description of pressing global and 
regional environmental problems for which 
regional and subregional cooperation would be 
necessary to properly address

 • An outline of how implementation of these 
projects would contribute to the fulfillment of 
obligations to the biodiversity, climate change, 
and land degradation conventions

The GEF Secretariat provided different forms of 
guidance throughout the NPFE initiative. A toolkit 
issued by the Secretariat in April 2011 and updated 
in September 2012 provided templates and guidance 
on accessing resources under the reformed CSP. 
The application and template provided by the GEF 
Secretariat outline the financial arrangements of the 
national entity executing the NPFE.



7 .  e f f i c i e n c y  o f  t h e  a d M i n i s t r a t i v e  P r o c e s s  4 5

7�2 Time Frame for the NPFE 
Process

The time frame for undertaking the NPFEs was 
considerably longer than initially envisaged. The 
average number of days from receipt of application 
to submission of the NPFDs was 400 days, which 
is longer than the 120–180 days the Secretariat 
had anticipated. None of the countries submitted 
their NPFDs before 220 days of application receipt. 
Only 10 countries submitted their NPFDs before 
400 days of application receipt (table 7.1). The five 
remaining countries for which data are available 
submitted their NPFDs more than 400 days after 
their applications were received. This figure is 
likely to be underestimated. To date, eight coun-
tries have still not submitted their NPFDs. Note 
that information on when NPFDs were submitted 
is not available for all countries. 

Key bottlenecks in undertaking the NPFEs 
occurred at the project design and preparation 
stage. For the NPFEs conducted with GEF fund-
ing, the average number of days from receipt of 
application to first disbursement of funds was 
306 days, a time frame considerably exceeding 
original estimates. This pattern holds firm across 
all regions, with average processing times ranging 
from 232 days in Asia to 389 days in Latin America 
and the Caribbean (figure 7.1). Overall, no country 

T A B L E  7 . 1  Time Frame for NPFE Process 
(Number of Countries)

Number 
of days

Time from application submission to

NPFD 
submission

First 
disbursement

Grant 
agreement 

or AEA

≤199 — 7 17

200–399 10 14 9

400–599 3 4 2

600–799 2 1 0

Total 15 26 28

S O U R C E :  PMIS.

received its first disbursement before 120 days 
from receipt of application, and only seven received 
it before 200 days from receipt of application. The 
majority of the countries (14) received their first 
disbursement between 200 and 400 days of appli-
cation receipt.

On average, NPFEs took almost twice as long 
to prepare than to undertake. Average time elapsed 
from first disbursement to NPFD submission 
was 176 days, although these data are based on a 
considerably smaller set of countries. The Africa 
region appears to have had the quickest pace of 
implementation. In Africa, the time elapsed from 
first disbursement to actual NPFD submission 
was 161 days on average, compared to 211 days 
from application submission to grant agreement. It 
should also be noted that some countries decided 
to “advance” the funds and conduct their NPFEs 
before they received the GEF grant due to the 
many delays. This would have the effect of biasing 

F I G U R E  7 . 1  Time Frame for NPFE Process by 
Region

0 100 200 300 400 500 

402 
204 

232 
Asia 

Average number of days 

306 Latin America
and the

Caribbean

389 
Europe and
Central Asia

399 
161 

317 
Africa

To �rst disbursement (avg: 306 days)  
To NPFD submission (avg: 176 days)  
To grant agreement or AEA (avg: 400 days)  

S O U R C E :  PMIS.
N O T E :  Data on time to first disbursement were available for 
26 countries; data on time to NPFD submission were available for 
11 countries; data on time to grant agreement or AEA were avail-
able for 15 countries. Disbursements were made to Ghana and 
Mali after they completed their NPFDs. 



4 6   M i d t e r M  e v a l u a t i o n  o f  t h e   n a t i o n a l  P o r t f o l i o  f o r M u l a t i o n  e x e r c i s e

the estimates downwards (making it seem faster). 
It is important to note that there were severe data 
availability restrictions with regard to the above 
dates.

The number of days taken between several 
steps in the process varies greatly by country. On 
average, the Africa region seems to have taken the 
least time on all the steps in the process. However, 
the individual data are widely dispersed. For exam-
ple, the average length of time between receipt of 
application and first disbursement was 317 days, 
but the data range from 140 days to 603 days. Half 
of the African countries received their first dis-
bursements in less than 300 days. In Asia, it took 
between 172 and 354 days from receipt of applica-
tion until first disbursement, with more than half 
of the countries receiving their first disbursement 
in less than 300 days. Five African countries out of 
seven—for those where data are available—submit-
ted their NPFDs less than 150 days after the first 
disbursement. For Asian countries, it took between 
266 and 504 days from receipt of application until 
the NPFDs were submitted. Only one Asian coun-
try submitted its NPFD less than 150 days after 
first disbursement.

For all the Asian countries for which data 
are available, it took less than 200 days from 
receipt of application to grant/AEA. For half of 
the African countries, less than 200 days elapsed 
between receipt of applications and grant agree-
ment. This time frame is more difficult to analyze 
for the remaining two regions since little data are 
available.

The initial choice of financing modal-
ity (recipient-executed small grants procedure) 
proved to be a key determining factor in prepara-
tion delays. The NPFE was the first time a direct 
access initiative was devised in the GEF. The 
GEF Secretariat felt it was important that the 
grant itself be an agreement directly between 
the recipient country and the GEF. This led to a 
“Designation of Signature Authority for Certain 
Instruments Pertaining to Grants from the Global 

Environment Facility” from the World Bank to the 
GEF Chairperson and CEO. The GEF Secretariat 
also wished for the initiative to be direct access. 
For the GEF, “direct access” was interpreted as not 
being implemented by one of the GEF Agencies 
but through the GEF Secretariat. The NPFEs were 
to be executed by national institutions in recipi-
ent countries using a “direct access of resources 
approach” (GEFSEC 2011, 24). After initial discus-
sions with the World Bank, it was decided that the 
most suitable financing modality for the NPFEs 
was the Bank small grants procedure, which is 
recipient executed.

Findings from interviews with country stake-
holders, including OFPs, cited administrative issues 
and delays as the most common weakness of the 
NPFE process. Many stakeholders suggested reduc-
ing the number of procedures in the process, which 
involved 30 steps (annex F).

To address concerns about delays under the 
recipient-executed small grants procedure, an 
alternative financing modality was selected, the 
AEA. The first AEA came into effect in mid-June 
2011, almost a year after the introduction of the 
NPFEs and implementation of the recipient-exe-
cuted small grants procedure. The switch to AEAs 
consolidated the overall process from 30 to 8 steps, 
thereby helping reduce complexity and offer a 
timelier implementation modality (annex G).

The change meant a shift from a recipient-exe-
cuted grant to a Bank-executed transfer. This dif-
ference was significant, as the recipient-executed 
grant is processed through the Bank’s loan system, 
while Bank-executed AEAs are administered 
directly through accounts payable. In World Bank 
terminology, this change also meant a shift from a 
recipient-executed to a Bank-executed modality.

While the shift in administrative arrange-
ments was designed to simplify the application 
procedure, in practice it did not generate a large 
uptake of participating countries. By the time the 
new procedures were introduced, many countries 
had already been exposed to the recipient-executed 
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small grants procedure and its challenges.1 Most 
countries (26) submitted their applications in 2010, 
5 submitted in 2011, and 1 in 2012 (table 7.2). Three 
countries signed a grant agreement in 2010; 22 
were signed in 2011. Finally, four countries signed 
an AEA in 2011, and one country did so in 2012. 
While there was still time to apply for the NPFEs 
upon the introduction of the AEA procedure, the 
window was closing for GEF-5. The first dis-
bursement of funds for most countries took place 
between May and September 2011—almost a year 
after the initiative had been rolled out. Five coun-
tries received their first disbursement in 2012.

Of the 32 countries conducting an NPFE with 
GEF support, 27 (84 percent) used the World Bank 
small grants procedure, with 10 (31 percent) of 
these later shifting to the AEA modality;2 5 (15 per-
cent) used the AEA directly.3 The first AEA was 
signed in mid-June 2011. Two countries, Liberia 
and Senegal, started with a small grant agreement 
procedure but then withdrew from the NPFE pro-
cess. Burkina Faso and Kenya also started with a 
small grant agreement procedure but later decided 
to do the NPFE with their own funds. All of the 
other NPFE countries continued with the small 
grant agreement procedure. 

It took between 32 and 416 days for countries 
to shift from the small grant agreement proce-
dure to the AEA process. Half of the countries for 
which data are available were able to shift in less 
than 100 days (most of the data are from African 
countries). None of the countries could shift in less 
than a month.

1 Twenty-seven of the 32 countries used the 
recipient-executed small grants procedure; some later 
changed to the AEA.

2 Benin, Cameroon, Chad, Republic of Congo, 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, Guinea, 
Mozambique, Niger, and Sri Lanka.

3  Kiribati, Federated States of Micronesia, Niue, 
St. Lucia, and South Africa.

Even under the AEA process, the timeline for 
project preparation and implementation was still 
slower than had initially been anticipated. For the 
five countries that used the AEA process directly, 
the average number of days from grant application 
submission to first disbursement was 214 days, 
with the minimum being under 120 days. These 
countries reported longer average time periods 
from application submission to date of AEA sign-
ing, ranging from 32 to 307 days. For the 10 coun-
tries that switched from a recipient-executed small 
grant to an AEA, the average time needed to make 
the shift was 164 days. The time lapse ranged from 
32 to 416 days, with half of those 10 countries 
shifting in less than 65 days.

The countries that only used the small grant 
agreement seem to have had a faster pace for all 
steps of the process except for the overall time 
frame from application receipt to NPFD submis-
sion. From receipt of application to first dis-
bursement, the time elapsed ranged from 128 
to 471 days for the countries that only used the 
recipient-executed small grant agreement proce-
dure. For the countries that shifted to an AEA or 
only used an AEA, the elapsed time was between 
184 and 603 days.

All the countries for which data are avail-
able that only used the AEA process submitted 
their NPFDs less than 350 days after receipt of 
their applications; the countries that used only 

T A B L E  7 . 2  Type of Grant Agreement Used by 
Countries

Year

Number of 
countries 

submitting 
application

Small 
grant 

agreement AEA

Switch 
from grant 
agreement 

to AEA

2010 26 3 0 0

2011 5 14 4 8

2012 1 0 1 2

Total 32 17 5 10

S O U R C E :  World Bank Integrated Records Information System 
(IRIS).
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the grant agreement procedure submitted their 
NPFDs between 220 and 722 days after receipt of 
application.

Another difference between the countries 
that using the two financing modalities is the time 
between receipt of application and date of grant 
agreement. Thirteen of the 16 countries for which 
data are available that used the recipient-executed 
small grant agreement procedure signed their 
grant agreements less than 200 days after receipt 
of their application. Only two countries out of the 
nine for which data are available signed their AEA 
agreement less than 200 days after receipt of their 
application. Therefore, shifting to an AEA pro-
cedure did not necessarily accelerate the process. 
Data are available for three of the five countries 
that used the AEA procedure only: two of these 
signed their AEA agreement in less than 200 days, 
one took more than 300 days.

7�3 NPFE Guidance

The GEF Secretariat focused its initial guidance 
on supporting the many administrative issues 
related to the small grants procedure for recipient-
executed grants. Guidance for the NPFEs was very 
precise in terms of the administrative process 
laid out, and the exact procedures for the 30-step 
modality—and later the 8-step process—were 
described in detail (annexes F and G). With regard 
to content and process, individual countries were 
encouraged to customize their own NPFE. The 
idea behind this was to be nonprescriptive, to 
promote country ownership of the planning and 
decision-making process, as well as build country 
capacity. Indeed, the guidance explicitly states 
that “the NPFE is executed by national institutions 
without the support of a GEF Agency” (GEF 2012, 
2). Feedback from the countries revealed that the 
NPFE team in the GEF Secretariat was very helpful 
and provided timely support to the countries dur-
ing the application process.

There was no real focus on practical technical 
guidance as the NPFE initiative rolled out. Techni-
cal support—in terms of having a senior technical 
officer from the GEF Secretariat participate in the 
actual NPFE process at the country level to provide 
hands-on information on GEF rationale, cofinanc-
ing requirements, and project eligibility—was 
not common. This support only took place on an 
ad hoc basis in four countries—Cameroon, Repub-
lic of Congo, the Philippines, and Rwanda.

There was a disconnect in terms of the timing 
and nature of NPFD guidance. For example, the 
suggested content of the NPFDs was described in 
detail in a 2011 document presented to the GEF 
Council (GEFSEC 2011). The description spans 
more than two full pages; while this guidance is 
useful to the countries, it stands in contrast to the 
suggestion that NPFDs are to be between 5 and 
10 pages only. Also, while the toolkit issued by 
the GEF Secretariat in April 2011 and updated in 
September 2012 provided templates and guidance 
on accessing resources under the reformed CSP 
(GEFSEC 2011), the timing of the guidance was not 
ideal, as most NPFE countries (26) had submitted 
their applications in 2010 or early 2011.

The evaluation found that only seven of the 
NPFD submissions stayed within the 10-page limit. 
Nineteen were between 11 and 40 pages, and eight 
exceeded 50 pages. Some countries submitted only 
two to four pages (Chile, Kazakhstan, Solomon 
Islands, and Uruguay); Kenya and the Philippines 
sent more than 100 pages. The difference in docu-
ment length can be seen in terms of the breadth 
of information provided. Some documents were 
comprehensive. Others were very brief, consist-
ing of only a letter to the Secretariat or a short list 
of projects with no context, no priorities, and no 
explanation as to how the projects had been chosen 
(Cameroon, Chile, Kazakhstan, Solomon Islands, 
and Uruguay). Overall, the information required 
by the GEF Secretariat was too detailed for the sug-
gested length of 5–10 pages.
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There was also some confusion with regard 
to the possible involvement of Agencies in the 
process. One of the initial Council documents 
states that “those countries that do not meet the 
minimum requirements would still have the option 
to undertake the NPFE by assessing the GEF 
resources through one of the ten GEF Agencies” 
(GEF 2010a, 5). A later Council document states 
that “the NPFE is executed by national institu-
tions without the support of a GEF Agency” (GEF 
2012, 2). This disparity has had some implica-
tions. For example, Burkina Faso and Georgia both 
approached the GEF about conducting the NPFE 
with UNDP but were told that that was not pos-
sible. As a result, Georgia decided not to conduct 
an NPFE, and Burkina Faso conducted one without 
GEF funding but with funding from UNDP.

Feedback from country stakeholders concern-
ing NPFE guidance, including 32 OFPs, focuses on 
the potential to improve the quality and timing of 
technical support throughout the NPFE process. 
Insufficient guidance was identified as one of the 
weaknesses. Key lessons identified by stakeholders 
included the following:

 • Ensure that support is provided earlier in the 
project cycle, as a means of improving quality 
and shortening the application process 

 • Provide clearer guidance and structure for the 
NPFEs/NPFDs 

 • Provide a deeper level of technical assistance, 
including further information about the GEF, 
particularly on cofinancing issues

The quality assurance process for final NPFDs 
was left very open and resulted in confusion. While 
the Secretariat provided comments on finalized 
NPFDs, there was no requirement for countries to 
change their documents, which led to some confu-
sion between the GEF Agencies, the GEF Secre-
tariat’s technical departments, and the countries. 
Final NPFDs, available on the GEF website, refer to 

projects the Secretariat may have suggested were 
not eligible, or needed to be changed or removed. 

The NPFE initiative did not establish a central-
ized knowledge repository, which might have been 
useful in providing overall technical support and 
guidance. It was reported that project documenta-
tion was inadequately recorded in the World Bank’s 
Integrated Records Information System (IRIS), and 
that more often than not, information was main-
tained on individual staff computers. This resulted 
in a limited institutional memory and no real 
systematic record retention.

7�4 Financial Management

The application package included a financial 
management assessment questionnaire for the 
institutions responsible for carrying out the 
NPFEs. A simplified financial management tem-
plate and questionnaire were developed to assess 
the national entity. The financial management 
assessment was filled in by a financial management 
specialist at the GEF Secretariat (hired specifically 
for the direct access initiatives). The assessment 
was carried out in consultation with the World 
Bank’s Financial Management Board and the 
relevant country office. The assessment included 
risk ratings,4 mitigation measures, and overall 
strengths and weaknesses; it ultimately determined 
if the financial management arrangements of the 
entity met the minimum requirements of World 
Bank Operations Policy 10.02. Data were available 
from the World Bank for 28 countries, the majority 
of which received either a medium (15) or low (11) 
risk rating. One country received a high rating and 
another a substantial rating.

A desk review of all financial management 
assessments submitted highlights divergent 

4 Inherent risk: country level, entity level, and grant 
level; control risk: budget, accounting, internal control, 
funds flow, financial, and audit.
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strengths and weaknesses across national imple-
menting entities, especially in the African con-
text. The NPFEs were intended to be carried out 
by the national entity with “the experience and 
competence to develop such an exercise” (GEFSEC 
2011, 24). In almost all countries, the ministry of 
environment was the recipient of the NPFE grant. 
Table 7.3 summarizes the key strengths and weak-
nesses identified in the desk review of the financial 
management assessments. The key strengths that 
provided a “basis for reliance on the recipients’ 
financial management system” (GEFSEC 2011, 33) 
were adequacy of staff, controls, and systems, and 
previous experience in implementation projects. 
The strengths shows that countries using an entity 
that had previous experience in implementing proj-
ects—and in particular with the World Bank small 
grants procedure—were at an advantage. The key 
weaknesses identified illustrate some of the prob-
lems, especially for African countries, in receiving 
the grant. These included weaknesses in account-
ing systems, reporting delays, poor audit capacity, 
and no previous Bank experience.

The NPFE financial management process 
allowed for accurate budget planning. As part of 
the NPFE application, OFPs were asked to pro-
vide a list of activities as well as a detailed budget 

for the NPFEs. These materials were reviewed 
by a financial management specialist at the GEF 
Secretariat. The average NPFE grant was $28,900. 
Figure 7.2 reports the average expenditure list of 
activities, based on the preset expenditure catego-
ries provided by the GEF Secretariat. The cat-
egories of expenditure all relate directly to actual 
implementation of the NPFE workshops, except 
for the “consultants” category. Consultancies were 
allowed as a cost category “to develop program or 
project options, including writing of the country 

T A B L E  7 . 3  Strengths and Weaknesses Cited in the Financial Management Assessment

Strength/weakness Number of cases Region

Strength

Adequate staff/control/audit system in place 15 100% Africa

Previous experience in implementing projects/satisfactory audit 11 75% Africa

Ability to manage small grant 6 66% Africa; 33% Asia

Familiarity with World Bank procedures and requirements 2 100% Africa

Weakness

Weak accounting system/delays in reporting 11 100% Africa

Entity audit not available or weak 8 75% Africa

No prior bank experience 8 90% Africa

Interference in management of project assets and deviations in use of funds 2 100 % Africa

Grant too small to have a cost effective audit 2 100% Africa

S O U R C E S :  GEFSEC 2011 and World Bank Integrated Records Information System (IRIS).

F I G U R E  7 . 2  Categories of Expenditure
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S O U R C E :  GEFSEC 2011, 27.
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report” (GEFSEC 2011, 27). It is a positive finding 
that, on average, 69 percent of each grant was used 
to conduct the actual workshops for the NPFEs, 
given the value the NPFE initiative placed on the 
process itself.

7�5 NPFE Administration

A central implementation challenge of the NPFEs 
has been the administrative process supporting 
the initiative. The utilization of the World Bank’s 
recipient-executed small grants procedure proved 
to be an exceptionally labor-intensive process that 
required much staff time across the GEF, the Bank, 
and country offices. This was especially true dur-
ing the early stages of NPFE applications, when 
there was much confusion regarding the process to 
be followed to enable recipient countries to receive 
resources. Extensive consultations and discussions 
took place with various Bank departments (legal, 
trustee, safeguard, procurement, loan, and trust 
fund accounting), the GEF Secretariat, and the 
GEF Trustee to resolve these initial challenges.

As the NPFEs continued, several challenges 
arose from the recipient-executed small grants 
procedure that resulted in undesired delays:5 

 • There was a high degree of variation among 
recipient countries in navigating the application 
process, with those unfamiliar with Bank pro-
cesses reporting greater difficulties and likeli-
hood to drop out. 

 • The processing time for each grant applica-
tion was greater than anticipated given the 
large number of Bank and GEF staff involved at 
each stage. For example, World Bank financial 
management specialists were required to review 
the financial management questionnaire and 
complete a financial management assessment 
for all grants.

5 This information is partially drawn from GEFSEC 
(2012b, 2).

 • The World Bank requirement that the ministry 
of finance be the main signatory, or delegate 
signatory authority to the GEF OFP ministry (in 
many instances, the ministry of environment), 
created a number of delays depending on the 
relations between the various ministries within 
a country. In some cases, this discouraged coun-
tries from undertaking an NPFE.

 • Countries had difficulties when completing the 
hard copy of the withdrawal application forms.

 • There were delays in the disbursement of funds, 
mainly due to the provision of incomplete bank-
ing information, a lack of an intermediary bank 
in the United States, and discrepancies in the 
signatures included in the legal documents.

 • In some cases, grant agreement and disburse-
ment letters were not cleared by the World Bank 
loan department. For example, some countries 
in Africa had outstanding balances on previous 
Bank loans (GEFSEC 2011, 7–8).

The initial problems with the support modal-
ity stemmed from the desire to create a semblance 
of direct access in the support. In so doing, the 
Secretariat had to apply the rules and procedures 
of its administrative host, the World Bank. In 
World Bank terminology, “direct access” pointed 
to a recipient-executed modality, which is com-
plicated and delays support. However, even if 
the modality were recipient executed, it did not 
provide direct access to the GEF Trust Fund, 
as in this case the Secretariat would access the 
Trust Fund as an intermediary. Real direct access 
was initiated in GEF-5 through the initiative to 
broaden the partnership through Article 28 of the 
Instrument, for which the Council has set up a 
rigorous process to accredit Agencies. This direct 
access was never possible; for NPFEs and support 
to convention reports, the only sensible interpre-
tation of “direct access” would be that it is not 
implemented by one of the Agencies but through 
the Secretariat.
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The above challenges show inadequate due 
diligence at the outset in thinking through the 
NPFE process and implementation arrangements. 
Initial planning failed to take into account the 
capacity of recipient countries to see through a 
complex recipient-executed grant approval process, 
especially for a grant of this size. The technical 
support implications at various levels within the 
Bank (country offices, regional specialists) were 
also insufficiently identified.

As the overall implementation and coordina-
tion responsibilities were assigned to the GEF 
Secretariat, with the OFPs playing a key role in 
ensuring execution by national entities in recipient 
countries, there may have been alternative financ-
ing modalities that could have been established for 
the NPFEs.

The AEA modality does not fit very well 
with NPFE activities. The AEA policy notes that 
“Expenses which are considered grants in nature, 
are not eligible under the Ancillary Expense 
policy” and that “ancillary expenses support the 
execution of the VPU’s [Vice Presidential Unit’s] 
work programs. The policy also outlines eligible 
funding activities; expenses for consultants are 
not allowed. However, under the NPFE, about 
31 percent of costs are directly related to consul-
tants, and “consultant” is an eligible cost category 
under NPFE guidance. Furthermore, the AEA is 
processed directly through accounts payable and, 
as such, is not protected by the GEF Trust Fund or 
grant policy and has limited fiduciary controls.

Transaction costs associated with the applica-
tion process discouraged a number of countries 
from engaging in the NPFEs. Many countries felt 
discouraged to navigate so many steps, especially 
for a grant of this small size. Mexico decided to 
conduct an NPFE without GEF support for this 
reason. In total, 10 countries (Burkina Faso, Chile, 
Colombia, India, Kazakhstan, Kenya, Mexico, Solo-
mon Islands, Uruguay, and Vietnam) conducted 
an NPFE without receiving a GEF grant. A num-
ber of other countries showed an initial interest 

in participating in the NPFEs, but withdrew their 
applications or dropped out during the process; 
these included Belize, Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia, 
Morocco, Pakistan, Suriname, Swaziland, Tunisia, 
and Tuvalu. The exact reasons for each country’s 
withdrawal are difficult to ascertain.

In parallel to internal processing challenges, 
some of the GEF Agencies at the field level dis-
couraged countries from applying (e.g., UNEP in 
Cambodia). Stakeholder interviews brought out 
different reasons for this, including: “the NPFE is 
just another planning exercise on top of already 
too many,” “the countries already plan their GEF 
resources,” and “the countries would not be able to 
submit project proposals while the NPFE process is 
ongoing.”

A policy shift related to PIFs also contributed 
to uncertainty surrounding the NPFE. In Octo-
ber 2010, the GEF CEO decided to freeze PIF sub-
missions for a country participating in the NPFE 
until the NPFE process was completed. In a letter 
to the OFPs, the CEO affirmed this policy:

It has come to my attention that in the first 
months of GEF-5 (2010–14), several project 
proposals have been submitted by the Agencies 
on behalf of the countries that have requested 
NPFE funding. I am concerned that the project 
identification forms (PIFs) presented by Agen-
cies at this stage may not have been reviewed 
through a consultative process with all the rel-
evant stakeholders, may not be aligned to the 
Government’s priorities and that the amounts 
budgeted could render the NPFE process 
ineffective. Therefore, projects will only be 
approved once the NPFE process is completed.

This stood in direct contrast to Council-
approved GEF guidance on NPFE policies and pro-
cedures, which stated that “It will be possible for 
countries to submit PIF requests to the GEF while 
the NPFE is being conducted and prior to NPFD 
finalization” (GEF 2010c, 19).
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The PIF policy shift caused delays for GEF 
projects that extended beyond the NPFE initiative. 
While intended to ensure consistency with deci-
sions coming out of the NPFE process, the shift had 
the effect of freezing the project pipeline due to the 
many delays and creating confusion between recipi-
ent countries and GEF Agencies. Both countries 
and Agencies contacted the GEF Secretariat to seek 

clarification on how this could shift midprocess. 
The issue was never raised in the GEF Council.

To date, eight countries have still not submit-
ted their NPFDs. They have, however, submitted 
projects to the Secretariat in GEF-5. It remains 
unclear how and until what date the rule “projects 
will only be approved once the NPFE process is 
completed” was in place and applied.
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8� Lessons Learned

This section presents the key lessons for the 
GEF. These lessons have been incorporated 

into the recommendations for this evaluation.

L E S S O N  1 :  Placing greater emphasis on 
the strategic development of a GEF portfolio as 
opposed to the development of individual projects 
is key to improving the utility of the NPFE� 

Experience from the first round of NPFEs indicates 
that countries placed too much emphasis on devel-
oping individual project proposals, which total 
to less than the sum of their parts, and planning 
exercises lacked a strategic and cohesive approach 
to GEF portfolio programming. A more strategic 
approach can be developed by revising the guide-
lines to make them more precise regarding what 
is required (Lesson 4). Furthermore, the goal of 
the NPFEs should be revised to place the emphasis 
on portfolio development through a consultative 
process with requisite country ownership—and not 
merely to increase country ownership for its own 
sake.

L E S S O N  2 :  The attraction of the NPFEs for 
countries as a portfolio planning tool will only 
increase if challenges associated with the grant 
application and administration are resolved� 

Experience shows that the cumbersome grant 
application and administrative process prevented 
many countries from conducting an NPFE. It 
is clear the GEF needs to develop a quicker and 
easier process for grant administration in order for 

the NPFEs to be a viable GEF-6 portfolio planning 
tool. 

L E S S O N  3 :  Broadening capacity-building 
aspects of the NPFEs is important in assisting LDCs 
and SIDS to develop eligible projects within the 
context of a portfolio approach�

Capacity building was originally targeted at 
improving the skills of the focal points to hold 
consultative and coordination processes, which 
are important to the NPFE. However, experi-
ence shows that capacity building needs to be 
approached from a broader perspective for LDCs 
and SIDS (which have been the main clients of the 
initiative) to provide stakeholders with the skills 
and knowledge to understand GEF eligibility cri-
teria, the GEF project cycle, and—particularly—to 
develop project proposals within the context of a 
strategic portfolio approach. This could be done 
through the following: 

 • NPFE training for stakeholders on GEF eligibil-
ity, strategies, and project proposal writing; also 
a review of the countries’ GEF portfolios to place 
the consultations in context

 • Use of ECWs to disseminate key lessons from 
the NPFE initiative and provide a forum for 
exchange of views among countries

 • More systematic involvement of GEF Secretariat 
technical staff early on in NPFE consultations to 
provide on-the-ground guidance to countries 
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L E S S O N  4 :  Insufficient technical guidance led 
to ineffective NPFDs� 

While the guidance provided countries with a solid 
foundation for the administration and conduct 
of the consultations, it did not provide sufficient 
detail on technical issues related to the following:

 • Terminology—clarity is needed regarding 
the meaning of “portfolio and programmatic 
approaches” and “country ownership” 

 • Project size—specifically the need for project 
proposals to adhere to MSP and FSP resource 
envelopes

 • Cofinancing requirements—greater clarity is 
needed from the GEF on its cofinancing ratios 
so countries know what to aim for

 • Portfolio planning—planning a portfolio based 
on the principle of “less is more” to avoid the 
programming of too many project proposals
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Annex A:  
Countries Covered by the Evaluation

NPFE

No NPFE

With GEF support Without GEF support

NPFD No NPFD NPFD No NPFD

Antigua and Barbuda Benin Burkina Faso Belarus

Armenia Fiji Chile Burundi

Bahamas, The Kiribati Colombia Central Africa Republic

Cambodia Mozambique India Comoros

Cameroon Niger Kazakhstan Djibouti

Chad Rwanda Kenya Georgia

Congo, Dem. Rep. Senegal Mexico Madagascar

Congo, Rep. South Africa Solomon Islands Mauritius

Ethiopia Uruguay Nicaragua

Gambia, The Vietnam São Tomé and Principe

Ghana Swaziland

Guinea Uganda

Guinea-Bissau

Mali

Mauritania

Micronesia, Fed. Sts.

Nigeria

Niue

Philippines

Sri Lanka

St. Lucia

Tanzania

Thailand

Togo
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Annex B:  
Countries with NPFDs

GEF funded Non-GEF funded

Antigua and Barbuda Mali Burkina Faso

Armenia Mauritania Chile

Bahamas, The Micronesia, Fed. Sts. Colombia

Benin Mozambique India

Cambodia Niger Kazakhstan

Cameroon Nigeria Kenya

Chad Niue Mexico

Congo, Dem. Rep. Philippines Solomon Islands

Congo, Rep. Rwanda Uruguay

Ethiopia Senegal Vietnam

Fiji South Africa

Gambia, The Sri Lanka

Ghana St. Lucia

Guinea Tanzania

Guinea-Bissau Thailand

Kiribati Togo
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Annex C:  
Semistructured Interview Protocol

This annex presents the interview protocol used in 
this evaluation. Minor editorial corrections have 
been made.

C�1 Interview Guide: GEF 
Secretariat NPFE Team 
Background/Context

1. What were the reasons behind (initial demand 
for) introducing NPFEs? Why do them? 

2. What did you perceive as the advantages and 
disadvantages of NPFEs for countries?

a. Are those advantages and disadvantages still 
valid now? 

3. Which countries tend to be interested in 
NPFEs and why? 

a. LDCs 
b. African countries
c. SIDS
d. Large/small portfolio countries

4. What was the response from countries?

5. What was the response from Agencies to the 
NPFE concept? 

Process and Administration/Efficiency 
(Application to Approval)

6. How was the NPFE initiative initially rolled out? 

a. How was the NPFE promoted (given the 
target of 100 countries)? 

7. Describe the process of the NPFE application 
to the time the final document is submitted.

a. Take us through the steps.

8. What is the average time for processing an 
NPFE grant?

9. How do you keep track of NPFEs? Not using 
PMIS? Institutional memory?

10. Describe the procedure for quality assurance 
when making an NPFE application?

11. Who is the typical recipient organization/
Implementing Agency? 

12. Why did some countries show interest and 
then withdraw?

a. What are the reasons for dropped/canceled 
allocations? 

13. How much staff time is spent on NPFE sup-
port—what type of support—describe?

14. What are the most common bottlenecks iden-
tified in the application process? 

15. What are the typical risks identified (special 
section on this)?

16. Is there any dissemination of the NPFD by you 
or by countries (except for the GEF website)?

a. ECW meetings/GEF Secretariat staff coun-
try visits, etc.? 

17. Are the NPFDs typically shared among coun-
tries?

a. Are there good practice examples for the 
application process?

b. Fastest/slowest applicant countries?

c. NPFD?
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Quality, Utility, and Value Added/Relevance

18. How are the NPFEs different from the 
National Dialogue Initiatives (NDIs)?

a. Is there an overlap/confusion of these two 
initiatives?

b. Both NPFEs and NDIs—covering country 
coordination, ownership, priorities, etc.?

19. Are the ECWs/NDIs used to discuss NPFE 
processes/experiences?

a. Why/why not? What communications 
channels are used?

20. To what extent are NPFDs revised—e.g., when 
priorities change, how are these reflected?

21. To what extent are GEF Secretariat officers 
receiving project proposals looking at the 
NPFDs when proposals come in?

22. To what extent are the Agencies looking at 
NPFDs when developing projects with countries?

a. What is the evidence that NPFDs are being 
used?

23. How many proposals are materializing from 
the NPFDs in GEF-5? 

a. What are the underlying reasons for differ-
ences? Who is keeping track of this?

24. What are the main strengths/weaknesses of 
the NPFEs?

25. How can the NPFEs be improved? 

26. Do you think countries will update or produce 
new NPFEs for GEF-6? What is the expectation? 

27. What are the alternatives to NPFEs? 

Effectiveness/Emerging Results

28. What in your opinion are the main results of 
the NPFE process/NPFD?

29. To what extent has the NPFD improved (yes/
no and why):

a. Improved priority setting?

b. Transparency and predictability in pro-
gramming of resources? (e.g., NPFE project 
proposals are the ones that are funded)

c. Strengthened country ownership?—How 
would you define country ownership?

d. Stronger portfolio approach? How?

e. Strengthened GEF partnership? How? 
Examples?

f. Enhanced capacities of the GEF focal 
points? How/examples?

g. Enhanced coordination within countries 
(i.e., between ministries, private sector, 
NGOs/CSOs)? How?

h. Enhanced coordination with GEF Agencies? 
How?

i. Impact on the pre-PIF stage? (reduced pro-
cessing times)

j. Better alignment of GEF support to national 
strategies and planning processes? How?

k. Increased responsiveness to country priori-
ties for generating global environmental 
benefits?

l. More efficient fulfillment of obligations to 
the conventions?

m. Enhanced synergies between focal areas? 
How? Examples?

n. Better regional collaboration?

o. More efficient use of STAR resources?

Lessons Learned

30. What can be done better to improve the NPFE 
process/NPFD?

31. What are some examples of different/alterna-
tive programming?

C�2 Topics for Discussion with GEF 
Secretariat Focal Area Managers
Process and Relevance

1. To what extent have you been involved in the 
NPFE process? Describe.

a. What was your role?

b. Purpose in participating in NPFE consulta-
tions?
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2. What was the main value of the NPFE process? 

3. How are NPFEs different from NDIs?

a. Is there an overlap/confusion of these two 
initiatives? Both NPFEs and NDIs—cover-
ing country coordination, ownership, priori-
ties, etc.?

4. How do you use the NPFDs? 

a. Are GEF Secretariat officers receiving proj-
ect proposals looking at the NPFDs when 
proposals come in?

5. To what extent have the Agencies been 
involved in the NPFEs? 

6. To what extent do the Agencies look at NPFDs 
when developing projects with countries?

7. How many proposals are materializing from 
the NPFDs in GEF-5? 

a. What are the underlying reasons for differ-
ences?

b. Are you keeping track of this in your focal 
area?

8. To what extent do you think countries will 
submit new/revised NPFEs for GEF-6? 

Effectiveness/Results

9. What have been the key results of the NPFE 
process? 

a. Improved priority setting?

b. Transparency and predictability in pro-
gramming of resources? (e.g., NPFE project 
proposals are the ones that are funded)

c. Strengthened country ownership?—How 
would you define country ownership?

d. Stronger portfolio approach? How?

e. Strengthened GEF partnership? How? 
Examples?

f. Enhanced capacities of the GEF focal 
points? How/examples?

g. Enhanced coordination within countries 
(i.e., between ministries, private sector, 
NGOs/CSOs)? How?

h. Enhanced coordination with GEF Agencies? 
How?

i. Impact on the pre-PIF stage? (reduced pro-
cessing times)

j. Better alignment of GEF support to national 
strategies and planning processes? How?

k. Increased responsiveness to country priori-
ties for generating global environmental 
benefits?

l. More efficient fulfillment of obligations to 
the conventions?

m. Enhanced synergies between focal areas? 
How? Examples?

n. Better regional collaboration?

o. More efficient use of STAR resources?

Lessons

10. Good examples of NPFEs? 

a. What makes for a less good one? 

11. What are the main lessons of the NPFEs?

12. What can be done better/differently?

13. What can we learn from the NPFE process?

C�3 Topics for Discussion with 
Country Representatives
General/Process/Relevance

1. Why did your country decide to do the NPFE? 

a. What was the country doing before the 
NPFE in terms of portfolio planning?

2. How was your NPFE funded (GEF, govern-
ment, Agency, other)? 

3. Do you have a GEF national steering committee?   

4. How was the administrative process of the NPFE?

a. Hold-ups/problems with the process in 
obtaining grant

b. If you did not take the grant—why did you 
decide to do an NPFE independently?

c. Advantages?
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5. How useful was the support given from the GEF 
Secretariat (guidelines, conceptual clarity, etc.)?

6. What was the nature, quality, and timeliness of 
support provided by the GEF Secretariat?

7. What implementation approach did you use? 

a. Participatory/inclusive

8. What stakeholders participated?

a. Ministries (name them)

b. Civil society (NGOs/CBOs)

c. Agencies

d. GEF Secretariat

e. Private sector

9. How were the project proposals chosen?

a. Developed during the process or predevel-
oped and fitted

10. To what extent do you think the NPFD reflects 
the decisions taken and process followed dur-
ing this process?

11. Did the NPFE process change the GEF-5 pipe-
line in your country? How?

12. Are the GEF-5 projects stemming from the 
NPFD or not? Explain.

13. To what extent did the NPFE link to national 
priorities? How?

a. Was it linked to any other strategies/plan-
ning processes? (e.g., UN Development 
Assistance Framework or World Bank 
Country Assistance Strategies, poverty 
reduction strategies/environment strategies)

14. Has your country done an NDI? If yes:

a. How are the NPFEs different from the NDI? 
Is there an overlap/confusion on the part 
of countries of these two initiatives (both 
covering country coordination, ownership, 
priorities, etc.)? Explain.

15. How has the NPFD been used during and after 
its finalization?

16. To what extent is the NPFD a living document? 

a. How are changes in priorities reflected (if at all)?

17. How are the NPFDs used by different stake-
holders? 

a. Examples

18. What was the main value of the NPFE process? 
Explain.

Effectiveness/Results

19. What have been the key results of the NPFE 
process? 

a. Improved priority setting?

b. Transparency and predictability in pro-
gramming of resources? (e.g., NPFE project 
proposals are the ones that are funded)

c. Strengthened country ownership?—How 
would you define country ownership?

d. Stronger portfolio approach? How?

e. Strengthened GEF partnership? How? 
Examples?

f. Enhanced capacities of the GEF focal 
points? How/examples?

g. Enhanced coordination within countries 
(i.e., between ministries, private sector, 
NGOs/CSOs)? How?

h. Enhanced coordination with GEF Agencies? 
How?

i. Impact on the pre-PIF stage? (reduced pro-
cessing times)

j. Better alignment of GEF support to national 
strategies and planning processes? How?

k. Increased responsiveness to country priori-
ties for generating global environmental 
benefits?

l. More efficient fulfillment of obligations to 
the conventions?

m. Enhanced synergies between focal areas? 
How? Examples?

n. Better regional collaboration?

o. More efficient use of STAR resources?
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Lessons

20. What has your country learned from the NPFE 
process?

21. How can the NPFE be strengthened? Made 
more useful?

22. How can the grant be used in a better way?

a. What would you do differently?

23. What is the weakest part of the NPFE?

24. Would you do an NPFE for GEF-6? Why/why not?

25. What is the most important outcome of the 
NPFE in your view?

C�4 Topics for Discussion with 
Convention Focal Points
General/Process/Relevance

1. Have you participated in NPFE consultations? 

2. Did you find it useful in terms of enhanced 
collaboration across focal areas?

3. How were project proposals chosen? 

Effectiveness/Results

4. What have been the key results of the NPFE 
process in your view? 

a. Improved priority setting?

b. Transparency and predictability in pro-
gramming of resources? (e.g., NPFE project 
proposals are the ones that are funded)

c. Strengthened country ownership?—How 
would you define country ownership?

d. Stronger portfolio approach? How?

e. Strengthened GEF partnership? How? 
Examples?

f. Enhanced capacities of the GEF focal 
points? How/examples?

g. Enhanced coordination within countries 
(i.e., between ministries, private sector, 
NGOs/CSOs)? How?

h. Enhanced coordination with GEF Agencies? 
How?

i. Impact on the pre-PIF stage? (reduced pro-
cessing times)

j. Better alignment of GEF support to national 
strategies and planning processes? How?

k. Increased responsiveness to country priori-
ties for generating global environmental 
benefits?

l. More efficient fulfillment of obligations to 
the conventions?

m. Enhanced synergies between focal areas? 
How? Examples?

n. Better regional collaboration?

o. More efficient use of STAR resources?

Lessons

5. How can the NPFE be strengthened? Made 
more useful?

6. How can the grant be used in a better way 
(what would you do differently)?

7. What is the weakest part of the NPFE process?

8. What is the most important outcome of the 
NPFE in your view?

C�5 Topics for Discussion with GEF 
Agencies
Process/Relevance

1. Have you participated in any of the NPFE 
preparations? Describe.

2. Are you generally invited to participate? Pur-
pose of participation?

3. What do you think are the strengths and 
weaknesses of the NPFE process and the 
NPFDs?

4. To what extent is the NPFE in your view a 
helpful tool/guide for Agencies in their assis-
tance to recipient countries?

a. Identification and development of projects

b. Building relations/country ownership

c. Reduced/increased processing times for 
projects
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5. To what extent is your Agency using these 
documents (for priorities, etc.) when organiz-
ing your support to the respective countries?

a. How does the NPFD link to other planning/
strategy documents from your Agency? (UN 
Development Assistance Framework, World 
Bank Country Assistance Strategies, etc.)

6. How was the NPFE described to the Agencies 
by the GEF Secretariat? 

a. How is it different from the NDI?

Effectiveness/Results

7. What have been the key results of the NPFE 
process so far?

a. Improved priority setting?

b. Transparency and predictability in pro-
gramming of resources? (e.g., NPFE project 
proposals are the ones that are funded)

c. Strengthened country ownership?—How 
would you define country ownership?

d. Stronger portfolio approach? How?

e. Strengthened GEF partnership? How? 
Examples?

f. Enhanced capacities of the GEF focal 
points? How/examples?

g. Enhanced coordination within countries 
(i.e., between ministries, private sector, 
NGOs/CSOs)? How?

h. Enhanced coordination with GEF Agencies? 
How?

i. Impact on the pre-PIF stage? (reduced pro-
cessing times)

j. Better alignment of GEF support to national 
strategies and planning processes? How?

k. Increased responsiveness to country priori-
ties for generating global environmental 
benefits?

l. More efficient fulfillment of obligations to 
the conventions?

m. Enhanced synergies between focal areas? 
How? Examples?

n. Better regional collaboration?

o. More efficient use of STAR resources?

8. Has the NPFE process helped the Agencies—if 
so, in what way?

Lessons

9. What are the main lessons of the NPFEs?

10. What can be done differently in the future to 
improve NPFEs/NPFDs?

C�6 Topics for Discussion with  
NGOs/CSOs 
General/Process/Relevance

1. Has your NGO/CSO participated in the NPFE? 

a. Were you invited to participate or did you 
request?

2. How were project proposals chosen?

a. Developed during the process or predevel-
oped and fitted

3. To what extent do you think the NPFD reflects 
the decisions made and process followed dur-
ing this NPFE process?

4. Has your NGO/CSO participated in any previ-
ous GEF meetings—such as national steering 
committee/NDI?

5. Do you know if the NPFD has been used dur-
ing and after its finalization?

6. What was the main value of the NPFE process? 
Explain.

Effectiveness/Results

7. What have been the key results of the NPFE 
process? 

a. Improved priority setting?

b. Transparency and predictability in pro-
gramming of resources? (e.g., NPFE project 
proposals are the ones that are funded)

c. Strengthened country ownership?—How 
would you define country ownership?

d. Stronger portfolio approach? How?
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e. Strengthened GEF partnership? How? 
Examples?

f. Enhanced capacities of the GEF focal 
points? How/examples?

g. Enhanced coordination within countries 
(i.e., between ministries, private sector, 
NGOs/CSOs)? How?

h. Enhanced coordination with GEF Agencies? 
How?

i. Impact on the pre-PIF stage? (reduced pro-
cessing times)

j. Better alignment of GEF support to national 
strategies and planning processes? How?

k. Increased responsiveness to country priori-
ties for generating global environmental 
benefits?

l. More efficient fulfillment of obligations to 
the conventions?

m. Enhanced synergies between focal areas? 
How? Examples?

n. Better regional collaboration?

o. More efficient use of STAR resources?

Lessons

8. How can the NPFE be strengthened? Made 
more useful?

9. What is the weakest part of the NPFE?

10. Would you do an NPFE for GEF-6? Why/why 
not?

C�7 Non-NPFE Interview/Focus 
Group Guide
1. Why did your country decide not to do the 

NPFE? Explain.

a. What do you perceive as the disadvantages/
advantages?

b. Existing planning/strategy processes in 
country 

c. Slow up GEF project development/processing

d. Advice provided by Agencies/others (against 
NPFEs)

2. If funding is available, would you apply for it 
for GEF-6? 

a. If yes, why the change?

3. What are the main differences between NPFEs 
and NDIs?

a. Do you view the two as complementary or 
as competing/substituting?

4. How does your country link GEF resources to 
national planning?

a. GEF committee

b. Link to national strategies

c. Link to country/Agency strategies (UN 
Development Assistance Framework, World 
Bank Country Assistance Strategies, etc.)

5. How can the NPFE become more valuable/
improve?

a. What would need to change to encourage 
your country’s participation?
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Annex D:  
Stakeholders Interviewed

A. Kabore, Burkina Faso
A.T. Traore, Burkina Faso
Adama Gassama, The Gambia
Adamou Bouhari, UNEP Nairobi
Aime Mbuy Kalombo, Democratic Republic of 

Congo
Alice Ruhweza, UNDP
Alieu Samba Nyang, The Gambia
Almamy Camara, UNDP, The Gambia
Ana Rukhadze, Georgia
Analisa The, Philippines
Anatula Rodrigues, Mozambique
Andrew Velthaus, GEF
Andriantsalama Ramakararo Côme, Madagascar
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Annex E:  
Online Survey Instruments

The online survey was administered through 
SurveyMonkey website from June 1 and closed 
August 13, 2013; the first response was received 
June 3 and the last July 30. The survey had four 
separate modules—OFP and staff, executing 
agency, Implementing Agency, and CSOs—which 
were administered in English, French, and Spanish. 
The questions relevant to the NPFE were part of 
a comprehensive questionnaire that also included 
questions on other performance-related concerns 
such as the GEF STAR, the project cycle, cofinanc-
ing, results-based management, and knowledge 
management. This approach was adopted for 
transactional convenience; the GEF Independent 
Evaluation Office was trying to reach out to the 
same set of stakeholders for other concurrent 
evaluations and studies. Only questions relevant to 
the NPFE have been presented in this annex; minor 
editorial corrections have been made.

E�1 OFP Module
1. Name of GEF member country the respondent 

represents (name of country)

2. The response is being filled in by (options: 
OFP, OFP staff, other—specify)

3. Did your country undertake an NPFE during 
the GEF -5 period?

4. If no, then why did your country decide against 
undertaking an NPFE? Would you apply for an 
NPFE in GEF- 6?

5. If yes, then (a) from GEF resources or 
(b) entirely through other resources?

6. Who funded the NPFE in your country: the 
GEF, GEF Agency, government, other—specify

7. Please check the applicable boxes to indicate 
stakeholders who participated in the NPFE 
consultations (options: environment ministry 
[ministry of natural resources, etc.], finance 
ministry [ministry of economy, etc.], other 
ministries, CSOs, private sector, GEF Agencies 
[specify], GEF Secretariat, others [specify])

8. The NPFE has led to (assess in terms of level of 
agreement with the statements: strongly agree, 
agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, 
strongly disagree, unable to assess):

 • Improved priority setting

 • Improved transparency and predictability in 
programming of resources

 • Strengthened country ownership

 • Stronger portfolio approach

 • Strengthened GEF partnership

 • Enhanced capacities of the GEF OFP

 • Enhanced coordination among ministries 
within countries

 • Enhanced coordination within countries 
between government and civil society

 • Enhanced coordination within countries 
between government and private sector

 • Enhanced coordination with GEF Agencies

https://www.surveymonkey.com/
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 • Reduced project processing times

 • Improved alignment of GEF support with 
national planning processes

 • Improved alignment of GEF support with 
national strategies

 • Increased responsiveness to country priori-
ties for generating global environmental 
benefits

 • More efficient fulfillment of obligations to 
the conventions

 • Enhanced synergies between focal areas

 • Enhanced regional collaboration

 • More efficient use of STAR resources

9. Lessons and future issues for the NPFE: check 
the boxes that represent your view on how the 
NPFE can be improved for GEF-6 (options):

 • Better linked to Agency strategies (UN 
Development Assistance Framework, World 
Bank Country Assistance Strategies, etc.)

 • Better integrated into government planning 
processes

 • A more strategic document covering four-
year cycle (in  line with GEF replenishment)

 • A more strategic document covering longer 
time frame (e.g., 6- or 10-year strategy)

 • Consist of an aim to provide a list of projects

 • Improved guidance from the GEF Secre-
tariat on the NPFE

 • Greater participation of the GEF Secretariat 
in NPFE consultations

 • Mandatory process for all countries

 • Non binding for all countries

 • Other (specify)

E�2 Executing Agency Module
1. Name of the executing agency

2. Name of the GEF Implementing Agency 
that supervises the executing agency’s work 

(options: Asian Development Bank, AfDB, 
European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development, FAO, IDB, International Fund 
for Agricultural Development, UNDP, UNEP, 
UNIDO, and World Bank Group) 

3. How many GEF projects has your agency 
executed so far (including those presently 
under execution)? (options: 0, 1, 2, 3, 4 or more)

4. Which country or countries are you presently 
covering through your GEF-related work? (list 
countries)

5. Was your agency invited to participate in the 
workshop for NPFE? (options: yes, our agency 
was invited and we participated in the work-
shop; yes, our agency was invited but we were 
not able to participate in the workshop; no, our 
agency was not invited; do not have informa-
tion on whether we were invited and whether 
we participated in the workshop)

6. The NPFE has led to (assess in terms of level of 
agreement with the statements: strongly agree, 
agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, 
strongly disagree, unable to assess):

 • Improved priority setting

 • Improved transparency and predictability in 
programming of resources

 • Strengthened GEF partnership

 • Enhanced coordination with GEF Agencies

 • Improved alignment of GEF support with 
national planning processes

 • Improved alignment of GEF support with 
national strategies

 • Increased responsiveness to country priori-
ties for generating global environmental 
benefits

7. In your opinion, what are the most important 
outcomes of the NPFE? (list and explain)

E�3 GEF Agency Country Staff 
Module
1. The GEF Agency where the respondent pres-

ently works
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2. How long have you been associated with GEF 
activities (also include the period that you 
may have been associated while working at 
other organizations)? (options: less than a year, 
1–2 years, 3–5 years, 5–10 years, more than 
10 years)

3. Which country or countries is the respondent 
presently covering through Agency's GEF-
related work? (list the countries)

4. Did the country you are based in (or cover) 
undertake an NPFE exercise? (options: yes, we 
undertook this exercise with GEF funding sup-
port; yes, we undertook this exercise entirely 
through non-GEF resources; no)

5. Was your Agency invited to participate in the 
workshop for the NPFE? (options: yes, our 
Agency was invited and we participated in the 
workshop; yes, our Agency was invited but we 
were not able to participate in the workshop; 
no, our Agency was not invited; do not have 
information on whether we were invited and 
whether we participated in the workshop)

6. The NPFE has led to (assess in terms of level of 
agreement with the statements: strongly agree, 
agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, 
strongly disagree, unable to assess):

 • Improved priority setting

 • Improved transparency and predictability in 
programming of resources

 • Strengthened GEF partnership

 • Enhanced coordination with GEF Agencies

 • Reduced project processing times

 • Improved alignment of GEF support with 
national planning processes

 • Increased responsiveness to country priori-
ties for generating global environmental 
benefits

 • More efficient fulfillment of obligations to 
the conventions

 • Enhanced synergies between focal areas

 • Enhanced regional collaboration

 • More efficient use of STAR resources

7. Lessons and future issues for the NPFE: check 
the boxes that represent your view on how the 
NPFE can be improved for GEF-6 (options):

 • Better linked to Agency strategies (UN 
Development Assistance Framework, World 
Bank Country Assistance Strategies, etc.)

 • Better integrated into government planning 
processes

 • A more strategic document covering four-
year cycle (in  line with GEF replenishment)

 • A more strategic document covering longer 
time frame (e.g., 6- or 10-year strategy)

 • Consist of an aim to provide a list of projects

 • Improved guidance from the GEF Secre-
tariat on the NPFE

 • Greater participation of the GEF Secretariat 
in NPFE consultations

 • Mandatory process for all countries

 • Non binding for all countries

 • NPFE should be abolished

 • Other (specify)

8. In your opinion, what are the important out-
comes of the NPFE? (explain)

E�4 CSO Module
1. Name of the country where you are based 

2. Which of the following best describes the 
CSO you work with? (options: local/grassroots 
NGO, national-level NGO, community-based 
organization, network of NGOs, autonomous 
educational institution, other—specify)

3. Are you aware of the NPFEs that are being 
supported by the GEF to help the countries? 
(options: yes, no)

4. If yes, did the country you are based in (or 
cover) undertake an NPFE exercise? (options: 
yes, no, don’t know)

5. Was your agency invited to participate in the 
workshop for NPFE? (options: yes, our agency 
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was invited and we participated in the work-
shop; yes, our agency was invited but we were 
not able to participate in the workshop; no, our 
agency was not invited; do not have informa-
tion on whether we were invited and whether 
we participated in the workshop)

6. To what extent were inputs from your CSO 
reflected in the NPFE decision and documents? 
(options: all or almost all of our suggestions were 
considered and taken onboard, some of our sug-
gestions were considered and taken onboard, our 
suggestions were considered but none were taken 
onboard, our suggestions were not considered)

7. The NPFE has led to (assess in terms of level of 
agreement with the statements: strongly agree, 
agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, 
strongly disagree, unable to assess):

 • Improved priority setting

 • Improved transparency and predictability in 
programming of resources

 • Strengthened GEF partnership

 • Improved alignment of GEF support with 
national planning processes

 • Improved alignment of GEF support with 
national strategies

 • Increased responsiveness to country priori-
ties for generating global environmental 
benefits

 • More efficient fulfillment of obligations to 
the conventions

 • Enhanced synergies between focal areas

 • Enhanced regional collaboration

 • More efficient use of STAR resources

 • Greater involvement of CSOs in planning of 
the national portfolio

8. In your opinion, what are the most important 
outcomes of the NPFE? (explain)
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Annex F:  
NPFE Processing Steps under  
World Bank Small Grants Procedures

This annex is based on information from the GEF 
Secretariat (GEFSEC 2012b).

At the concept stage, the GEF team discussed 
the concept with all relevant units in the Bank, 
including legal, safeguard, Loan Department 
(LOA), procurement, and Trust Fund. The out-
come of the discussion included agreement on 
exemption from safeguard review, preparation of 
a standard model letter of agreement, and a dis-
bursement letter that are applicable to the direct 
access modalities (including NPFE). It was also 
agreed that the GEF send the World Bank coun-
try directors a letter informing them of the GEF 
direct access proposals in the country for infor-
mation purposes and to request support from the 
country offices. All country officers processing 
NPFEs should get Trust Fund accreditation and a 
SAP profile. 

F�1 Project Preparation 

1. Upon receipt of application, the application 
package is received by the program manager, 
the GEF Secretariat financial management spe-
cialist (FMS); the country officer (or task team 
leader in Bank terms) reviews the proposal, 
ensures that the budget and proposed activities 
are in line with the objectives of the NPFEs, 
and, as necessary, discusses with the OFP 
possible revisions to the budget or seeks any 
needed clarification. 

2. Upon receipt of a proposal from a country, 
send a letter to the World Bank country 
director describing the NPFE and the process 
involved and the support requested from the 
country office. The letter should be signed 
by the task team leader, and sent through the 
Delegate Assembly email account. 

3. The country officer sends a letter/email to the 
OFP through the NPFE email account, explain-
ing the project processing procedures; in par-
ticular, urging the OFP to contact the ministry 
of finance regarding countersignature of the 
grant agreement. Also ask the OFP to contact 
the respective World Bank country office to 
seek administrative support. When the GEF 
Secretariat receives a response from the country 
director to the letter in Step #1 above, provide 
the contact person’s information to the OFP to 
facilitate communication and support. If this 
has not already been done, send the application 
package to the OFP providing a summary of 
the NPFE process, the NPFE proposal template, 
instructions for completing the forms, and the 
simplified combined financial management and 
procurement assessment template. In the mean-
time, the country officer engages in consultation 
with the country to provide further clarification 
on the application.

4. After technical clearance by the country offi-
cer, a cover memo should be sent to the CEO 
for clearance. 
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5. Simultaneously, the GEF Secretariat FMS 
contacts the local FMS to prepare the financial 
management and procurement assessment. 
Once assessment is cleared, the FMS notifies 
the country officer to move to the next step. 

6. At any point in time upon receipt of the 
proposal, the country officer/task team leader 
should do the following: 

(a) Within the GEF Secretariat, load the rel-
evant information into the PMIS to obtain 
a PMIS ID number for each proposal. The 
country officer/task team leader should send 
the PMIS ID number to the GEF Trustee 
so the Trustee can transfer funds from the 
GEF Trust Fund to the NPFE main Trust 
Fund (TF071555). The External Affairs team 
should continue updating the information 
in the PMIS for various milestone dates 
throughout the proposal approval process. 

(b) Via SAP, prepare the Activity Initiation 
Summary to obtain a project ID number, 
and the Grant Funding Request to obtain the 
Trust Fund number. Both the Activity Initia-
tion Summary and Grant Funding Request 
have to be sent, approved, and released by 
the appropriate staff within the GEF Secre-
tariat. 

 In completing the Activity Initiation Summary 
and Grant Funding Request, the country officer/
task team leader has to ensure all information in 
the template is complete; this includes identify-
ing key project team members: (a) procurement 
specialist, (b) financial management specialist, 
(c) lawyer for the project. Any missing informa-
tion in the Activity Initiation Summary or Grant 
Funding Request, while not preventing approval 
or release of the form, will hinder disbursement 
at a later stage. The Bank’s disbursing unit, 
CTRDM (Loan Department, Disbursement 
Management Division), will not effect disburse-
ment if information is missing.

F�2 Clearances and Approvals 

7. Upon receiving Financial Management Risk 
Assessments clearance, the country officer/
task team leader prepares the grant letter 
agreement and the disbursement letter, fol-
lowing the agreed-upon model templates; 
nothing should be changed in this template. 
The information to provide in the template 
includes the country name; the recipient offi-
cial’s address; the amount of the grant; and any 
missing information in the disbursement letter 
including the name of the financial institution 
to receive the grant amount, the preferred cur-
rency of the country, and the type of desig-
nated account—either pooled or segregated.

8. First Bank Clearance Request (from Trust 
Funds Accounting Clearance Team [TACT] 
and LOA): Once the draft grant letter agree-
ment and disbursement letter are completed, 
the task team leader sends them to TACT1 
(Trust Fund Accounting) and LOA-TF (Loan 
Department) for clearance (service standard: 
five business days). The email should include 
a copy to the GEF Trustee, the Financial 
Management Unit, and be filed in the World 
Bank’s Integrated Records Information System 
(IRIS). The email to TACT1 and LOA-TF must 
include the following information: (a) project 
number; (b) child trust fund number; (c) grant 
funding request number; (d) text of the draft 
letter (grant) agreement; (e) text of the draft 
disbursement letter; (f) simplified financial 
management assessment; (g) approved proj-
ect proposal; (h) audit waiver, if applicable; 
(i) confirmation of bank account details; and 
(j) names of the country officer/task team 
leader, lawyer, and FMS. 

9. Second Bank Clearance Request (from Legal): 
Upon clearance by TACT1 and LOA-TF, 
the country officer/task team leader revises/
updates as necessary and sends the final Word 
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version of the grant letter agreement, disburse-
ment letter, and transmittal letter to the con-
tact point in Legal, requesting clearance.

10. Simultaneously, the country officer/task team 
leader sends TACT1 and LOA-TF clearance 
emails to the GEF Trustee, together with the 
PMIS ID number. This last step will trigger the 
Trustee to transfer funds from the GEF Trust 
Fund account to the NPFE main Trust Fund 
account (TF071555). 

11. Upon clearance of the grant letter agreement 
and the transmittal letter by Legal, the country 
officer/task team leader makes two copies each 
of the grant letter agreement and the disburse-
ment letter and one copy of the transmittal 
letter. The GEF CEO signs the grant letter 
agreement, the disbursement letter, and the 
transmittal letter (this is the CEO approval date 
in the PMIS). The country officer/task team 
leader updates the PMIS accordingly. Relevant 
documents should always be filed in IRIS.

12. The country officer/task team leader sends the 
following to the client via the relevant World 
Bank country office: (a) two signed copies of 
the grant letter agreement, (b) one signed copy 
of the disbursement letter (keep the second 
copy for the GEF Secretariat file), (c) the trans-
mittal letter, and (d) an original withdrawal 
application.

 Simultaneously, the country officer/task team 
leader sends an electronic copy of these signed 
documents as well as the withdrawal applica-
tion to the OFP/client and the contact person in 
the World Bank country office, informing them 
that the signed originals are being sent via Bank 
pouch to the country office and requesting them 
to send the package to the client/government. 

13. Upon receipt of the pouch, the country office 
sends the two signed originals of the grant 

letter agreement, the signed original of the 
disbursement letter, and the withdrawal appli-
cation to the OFP or the ministry of finance 
for countersignature. The recipient has 30 days 
to countersign the grant letter agreement. 
They should return the following to the GEF 
Secretariat within 30 days via the World Bank 
country office: (a) the countersigned grant 
letter agreement (this is the date of grant sign-
ing in the PMIS); (b) an authorized signature 
specimen; and (c) the completed withdrawal 
application, if ready. The country office contact 
follows up on the countersigned original docu-
ments and ensures all three items listed here 
are returned to the country office to send by 
pouch to the GEF Secretariat.

F�3 On Receipt of Countersigned 
Original of the Grant Letter 
Agreement 

14. Upon receipt of the countersigned grant letter 
agreement, the authorized signature specimen, 
and the withdrawal application, the External 
Affairs team scans these and keeps a copy of 
each for the GEF Secretariat’s own internal 
recordkeeping and sends a letter to the OFP 
acknowledging receipt of the countersigned 
letter agreement. 

15. The task team leader sends the original hard 
copy of the following to Official Documents 
in Legal: (a) countersigned grant letter agree-
ment, (b) CEO signed disbursement letter, (c) 
authorized signature specimen, and (d) official 
transmittal memo based on a template pro-
vided by Legal. The task team leader sends 
a PDF version of the grant letter agreement, 
disbursement letter, and authorized signa-
ture specimen to Legal, LOA-TF, TACT, and 
CTRLD. The original withdrawal application 
should be sent to CTRDM (Step #18 below). 
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F�4 On Activation of Child Trust 
Fund Account and Disbursement 

16. Third Bank Request to activate child trust 
fund (from TACT) and Fourth Bank Request 
to transfer funds (from Program Accountant): 
These two requests can be sent in one email 
addressed to TACT and the Program Accoun-
tant in sequence.

(a) Request TACT activate the child trust fund 
account.

(b) Request the Program Accountant trans-
fer funds from the NPFE parent account 
(TF071555) to the child trust fund account 
(grant funding request). 

17. The Program Accountant will confirm 
allocation of funds to the child trust fund 
to the country officer/task team leader, who 
will forward the confirmation to LOA-TF/
CTRDM’s trust fund service account.

18. Fifth Bank Request to withdraw funds to 
recipient bank account (from CTRDM): The 
country officer/task team leader scans the 
withdrawal application, keeps the scanned 
copy at the GEF Secretariat, and sends the 
original withdrawal application to CTRDM. 
Simultaneously, the country officer/task 
team leader sends an email to the CTRDM 
trust fund service account to alert it that the 
original withdrawal application is on its way 
via interoffice mail and to request CTRDM to 
effect disbursement of funds to the recipient’s 
bank account. 

19. Within CTRDM, the entire grant is reviewed 
for completeness of information, including 
the grant agreement, the disbursement letter, 
the signature specimen, the recipient coun-
try’s bank name and account information, 
SWIFT information, etc., via the LOA folder; 
and information from the Activity Initiation 

Summary and the Grant Funding Request.1 
When CTRDM is satisfied with the informa-
tion, it will give the green light by sending an 
email to Treasury (Treasury Operations Bank-
ing) to effect actual payment of the grant fund 
to the account of the recipient country.2

F�5 Implementation 

20. The country officer/task team leader is respon-
sible for monitoring implementation progress 
of the project and for assisting the country 
as necessary in implementation, including 
answering questions on procurement, report-
ing requirements, etc.

F�6 Reporting 

21. The country officer/task team leader is respon-
sible for updating the GEF Secretariat PMIS 
to record key dates, such as the CEO approval 
date, the grant signing date, etc. 

22. The country officer/task team leader is respon-
sible for providing semiannual reports to the 
GEF Trustee on how much grant funds have 
been disbursed to a particular country for 
preparing the report, following the specific 
template provided by the GEF Trustee. 

23. The country officer/task team leader should 
ensure that the country submits to LOA-TF 
the semiannual financial report (the template 
of which is Attachment IV of the disbursement 
letter: interim financial report). The report is 

1  This is why complete information should be 
included in the Activity Initiation Summary and the 
Grant Funding Request, since any missing information 
will delay CTRDM at this stage in transferring funds to 
the client.

2  At this point, the country officer/task team leader 
can log into the Client Connection website to see the 
status of funds for a particular NPFE and to monitor 
whether the funds have been disbursed to the client. If 
they have not, contact CTRDM to determine the reason.
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used to show and account for all funds used 
and provides evidence of payments made out of 
the grant fund, and the grant amount disbursed 
to date. The country officer/task team leader 
provides assistance to the country as necessary 
to complete the interim financial report.3

F�7 Project Completion and Closing 

24. Upon completion of the project, the client 
country/OFP should send the final output 
(reports to conventions) to the relevant conven-
tion with a copy to the GEF Secretariat. The 
country officer/task team leader reviews the 
report and provides comments as necessary. 

25. Separately, the GEF FMS will request the local 
FMS to undertake an ex post review (in case 
the project is audit exempt) and to complete 
an ex post review report and send these to the 
GEF FMS.4 Simultaneously, the country officer/
task team leader sends a letter to the OFP ask-
ing it to fill out a final withdrawal application to 
be attached to the financial report for submis-
sion to the GEF. The financial report format 
is the same format as for the interim financial 
report attached to the disbursement letter. 

3  Note that the interim financial report should be 
submitted together with the request for withdrawal 
application, even though no withdrawal is requested. The 
withdrawal application also serves as the reporting docu-
ment that accompanies the interim financial report.

4  For those countries with an audit exemption, the 
FMS should arrange with the local FMS to undertake a 
review of all financial transactions, including funds paid 
to consultants, expenses incurred in the preparation 
of the report, etc., and to examine all evidence (such 
as official receipts) to ensure that the funds are used in 
accordance with the intended use of the grant and the 
disbursement policy of the World Bank.

26. In case the OFP has agreed that an audit report 
is to be submitted at the end of the project, 
the OFP should send the report prepared by 
an auditor when ready, plus a financial report 
and final withdrawal application to the country 
officer/task team leader. If an audit exemp-
tion has been granted, the OFP sends only the 
financial report and withdrawal application to 
the country officer/task team leader, who in 
turn forwards these to the GEF FMS for review. 

27. The FMS will liaise with the local FMS to 
review the financial report and coordinate 
input of financial information into the Bank’s 
Audit Report Compliance System (ARCS) to 
complete the closing process.

28. The FMS will send the financial report and 
withdrawal application to LOA (CTRDM), 
which will review this. Upon satisfaction of 
all information, LOA will notify the country 
officer/task team leader on the final status of 
disbursements, including amounts disbursed 
for each category and the remaining balance, 
if any.5

29. Upon receipt of the notification of disburse-
ment status and closing of the account from 
the Bank’s finance officer, the country officer/
task team leader prepares a closing notifica-
tion and sends it to the OFP with a copy to the 
Bank’s Country Management Unit. 

30. Lastly, the country officer/task team leader 
completes the letter of representation, which 
is done on an annual basis for each child trust 
fund.

5  If there is a balance, i.e., not all funds were used, it 
will need to be refunded to the Bank before closing can 
take place.
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Annex G:  
NPFE Processing Steps under the 

Ancillary Expense Agreement Policy

This annex is based on information from the GEF 
Secretariat (GEFSEC 2012b).

1. At the request of the OFP indicating inter-
est in undertaking an NPFE, the NPFE team 
sends the application package to the OFP. The 
package includes a letter providing a summary 
of the NPFE,1 the NPFE proposal template, and 
instructions for completing the forms. In the 
meantime, the NPFE team engages in con-
sultation with the country to provide further 
clarification on the application. 

2. Upon receipt of the application, the NPFE pro-
gram manager reviews the proposal, ensures 
the budget and proposed activities are in line 
with the NPFE’s objectives, and as necessary 
discusses with the OFP possible revisions to 
the budget or seeks any needed clarification.

3. Simultaneously, the project manager/task team 
leader should do the following: (a) within the 
GEF Secretariat, load the relevant information 
into the PMIS to obtain a PMIS ID number for 
each NPFE; (b) send the final NPFE proposal 
to the designated staff member to create an IO 
number; (c) via SAP, and using the IO num-
ber, prepare the Grant Funding Request. This 

1  The letter should emphasize the importance of 
keeping all relevant expense records as indicated in 
paragraph 9 of the AEA.

request has to be sent to and approved/released 
by the appropriate staff within the Secretariat. 

4. When the proposal and budget are considered 
acceptable, the task team leader prepares the 
AEA and has the CEO sign the agreement.

5. The NPFE team sends the signed AEA, 
together with Attachment 2, Request for 
Grantee ID,2 to the client either directly or via 
the World Bank country office, depending on 
client preference.

6. Upon receipt of the countersigned agree-
ment, the NPFE team should do the following: 
(a) scan the original signed agreement and 
save it in the World Bank’s Integrated Records 
Information System (IRIS); (b) send the origi-
nal signed agreement to Legal; and (c) send a 
scanned copy of the countersigned agreement 
to the Trust Funds Accounting Clearance 
Team (TACT) to request activation of the child 
trust fund account. Upon receipt of a message 
from TACT on activation of the child trust 
fund, the task team leader should send the des-
ignated staff member (a) the TACT activation 
confirmation email, (b) a scanned copy of the 
countersigned AEA so an ID can be requested 
to process the accounts payable for disburse-
ment; (c) the approved Grant Funding Request 

2  This form is used to obtain banking information 
from the client.
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trust fund number; and (d) a completed 
Attachment 3. 

7. Upon receipt of the above, the designated staff 
member should request the funds transfer 
from the pass-through account to the child 

trust fund and request payment to the client’s 
bank account. 

8. The NPFE team updates the PMIS, including 
the event checklist, and files all relevant docu-
ments in IRIS.
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Annex H:  
Management Response

This annex presents the management response to 
this report, which was presented to the GEF Coun-
cil in November 2013 as GEF/ME/C.45/06. Minor 
editorial corrections have been made.

H�1 Introduction

This is the management response to document 
GEF/ME/C.45/06, “Midterm Evaluation of the 
National Portfolio Formulation Exercise,” under-
taken by the GEF Independent Evaluation Office. 
The evaluation was mandated by the GEF Council 
at its 38th meeting in July 2010 and provides an 
independent assessment of the NPFE. The manage-
ment response focuses on the main conclusions 
and recommendations.

The evaluation has highlighted many of the 
challenges experienced in implementation of the 
NPFE. In general, the Secretariat appreciates the 
findings, conclusions, and recommendations of 
the NPFE midterm evaluation. The GEF Secre-
tariat welcomes the emphasis in the evaluation on 
providing a formative assessment to improve the 
initiative for GEF-6.

H�2 Conclusions

The Secretariat welcomes Conclusion 1, which 
indicates that the NPFE is relevant to the GEF 
mandate and policies and is relevant to the country 
needs. This also contributes considerably to the 

achievement of the primary goals of the CSP led 
by the GEF Secretariat in GEF-5: strengthening 
the capacity of national governments to operate 
effectively within the GEF system. We agree with 
the finding that the NPFE was seen as relevant and 
a beneficial first step in building country involve-
ment in portfolio and project development through 
improved coordination between different national 
stakeholders.

The Secretariat takes note of Conclusion 2 
that “Uptake of the NPFE initiative was low due to 
delays in groundwork for implementation and dif-
ficulties experienced by the countries in accessing 
the GEF grant for the initiative.” The Secretariat 
would like to stress that it worked intensely with 
the World Bank to identify what was felt to be the 
best of the existing procedures to apply for direct 
access.

The Secretariat agrees with Conclusion 3 
which highlights how the NPFE initiative enhanced 
country ownership through consultations with 
a wide range of stakeholders and through the 
creation of national steering committees. Indeed, 
the Secretariat has been informed that countries 
perceived the NPFEs as a turning point in their 
relationships with the GEF Agencies as it made 
them more responsive to country needs. As the 
evaluation correctly pointed out, country stake-
holders perceived transparency to have increased 
because of the NPFEs.

The Secretariat agrees with Conclusion 4, 
which points out the relevance of a structured and 

http://www.thegef.org/gef/sites/thegef.org/files/documents/GEF.ME_.C.45.06-Mid-Term%20Evaluation%20of%20NPFE.pdf
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systematic approach for country-level program-
ming through national steering committees and 
alignment of GEF support with national strategies.

The Secretariat agrees with Conclusion 5 that 
countries with lower capacities need more support 
in identifying projects that are eligible for GEF 
funding. As such, different capacity-building mea-
sures are crucial in supporting country ownership 
and national-level programming. Actually, several 
countries included workshops in their NPFEs aim-
ing to enhance technical capacity at the country 
level in order to propose eligible project ideas.

The Secretariat agrees with Conclusion 6 that 
the administrative burden for executing relatively 
small grants under the NPFEs was substantive. A 
large amount of time was spent with World Bank 
colleagues discussing the details of the procedures 
and how to simplify them. Hand-holding was the 
approach taken in helping the OFPs navigate the 
system. GEF staff also had a learning curve under 
severe pressure to get the NPFEs done. While all 
the technical support implications were identi-
fied, there was a lack of understanding of the GEF 
and the NPFEs on different levels, especially at the 
country offices, though the staff there were always 
very helpful.

While the circumstances described in the 
document are correct, the impact was relatively 
low. Projects continued to be reviewed and later 
included in work programs. There are cases where 
most of the STAR allocations were used before the 
NPFDs were delivered, and at least 14 countries 
submitted PIFs that were cleared while they were 
still undertaking their NPFEs.

The Secretariat takes note of Conclusion 7 
that “The guidance provided on NPFEs did not 
adequately address issues related to eligibility for 
GEF funding, cofinancing requirements, and GEF 
modalities.” The Secretariat recalls that initial 
guidelines available in August 2010 focused on 
how to prepare the NPFE application, as well as the 
suggested content of the NPFDs. For other issues 
referred to by the evaluation such as eligibility, 

cofinancing requirements, and GEF modalities, 
countries were referred to the programming docu-
ment for GEF-5, as well as other policy documents 
that contained a good description of the above-
mentioned subjects. In addition, the Secretariat 
would like to mention that senior technical officers 
participated in the NPFE discussions at the coun-
try level when requested.

H.3 Recommendations

The Secretariat welcomes Recommendation 1 that 
“The NPFE initiative should continue since it is 
highly relevant to support countries in address-
ing the pre-identification phase of the project 
cycle.” The initial experience from the NPFE has 
been very positive in terms of setting up and/
or strengthening coordination mechanisms and 
involving new stakeholders in discussions about 
future priorities at the country level and should be 
promoted.

The Secretariat agrees with Recommenda-
tion 2 to continue to implement the revised NPFE 
by the Secretariat, to maintain neutrality between 
countries and GEF Agencies, and to provide fund-
ing for a country-led NPFE on a voluntary basis.

The Secretariat agrees with Recommenda-
tion 3 to support programming exercises at the 
end of a GEF phase rather than at the start of a 
new phase, to ensure that countries are ready for 
the new phase when it starts. In this regard, the 
Secretariat intends to begin a new round of NPFEs 
in January 2014 with a view to preparing for GEF-6. 
The Secretariat agrees that this effort could focus 
especially on supporting LDCs and SIDS that 
ask to conduct NPFEs before the start of GEF-6, 
but the exercise will be available to all interested 
recipient countries.

The Secretariat agrees with Recommenda-
tion 4: “The capacity development initiatives of the 
GEF—including the NPFE, National Capacity Self-
Assessments, National Dialogue Initiatives, and 
the Capacity Development Strategy—should aim 
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to support a more comprehensive understanding of 
the GEF with country-level partners and stakehold-
ers, especially in LDCs and SIDS.” The Secretariat 
will seek to fine-tune the approach as suggested.

The Secretariat agrees with Recommenda-
tion 5, in that current NPFE guidelines should be 

revised to provide countries with more detailed 
information on key concepts and issues related to 
project preparation, as well as to refine the content 
of the NPFDs. To that effect, the guidance for the 
next round of NPFEs will provide more details as 
suggested.
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